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FUBAR 


Author's Notes: 


Merry Ficmas, J! | was so excited when | clicked on the "submit" button and saw who requested this story. (| 
probably should have guessed, considering our shared affinity for recent-era James.) | hope you don't mind 
the artistic liberties | took with your prompt. Its technically more Beyond Magnetic/Metallica Through the 
Never era than DM-era, simply because 2012 James was extra fucking hot and | can't get enough of him. | 
also didn't intend to write a science fiction story when | originally chose this prompt, but of course the muses 
had other ideas. The reason | included the Foo Fighters is that Dave Grohl will eventually be making a cameo 
appearance. Not to worry--it's all Metallica otherwise, and there will indeed be smut. | really hope you enjoy 
your gift, and | look forward to your feedback. Much love on Ficmas! 


[CONTENT WARNING: VIOLENCE. This chapter only] 


Southeastern New Mexico 
Summer, 2012 


The Four Winds Bar. 


Or, as it read in the dark with half the neon letters burned out, F U BAR. As in fucked up beyond all 


recognition. 
Which is exactly what I'm about to be if | don't reach the safety of my truck. 


Let me give you some advice. The same advice | was given years ago when | first started driving this rig and 
that | learned too late never to ignore. If something looks like an omen, it is. Not superstitious? Doesn't matter. 
Doesn't matter if the universe is talking to you or if it's just a coincidence. Listen anyway. Your life may 


literally depend on it. 


| would also add don't think with the wrong head, but now | realize that's a moot point. They would've gotten 
me anyway. | was marked the second | walked in the door. No telling if giving up my wallet and battle vest like 
they demanded would have spared me either. Speaking of moot points. | wouldn't need to worry about any of it 
if I'd driven past this dump like my instinct always told me to. | sure as fuck wouldn't be running for my life 
across a secluded parking lot (with a slash wound and what l'm pretty sure is a shattered eye socket) from 
three guys half my age. 


I'm less than ten feet from my rig when my boot catches a crack in the pavement. | come down hard on my 
already bleeding arm. | hear it snap before | feel it. | don't feel it for long, because the first cocksucker to 
catch up with me drives his shoe right between my splayed legs. 


Yep. l'm FUBAR‘ed all right. 


Hands under my arms, dragging me into the shadows behind my truck. Then one of those same hands fisted 
into my hair. Not a damn thing | can do as l'm hauled up onto my knees other than heave my weight backward 
in hopes of knocking my attacker off balance and making one last run for the cab, where | keep my gun. 


Unloaded. In a locked box underneath my seat. 


No such luck, of course. Fucker isn't even behind me any more. | slump back instead against one of the rear 
tires. A lug nut jabs mockingly into my spine, as if even the universe is determined to keep adding insult to 


injury. 
"Told ya | wasn't fucking around." 


He's leaning down in front of me now. Too close to my face--to my one unswollen eye--to be seen clearly even 
if there were more light. Speaking of light (and omens, and sick little ironies), | can see the smaller glowing sign 
below the neon letters clear as day. Truckers Welcome! |f my assailant weren't on the verge of twisting my 


scalp off, | might even manage a laugh. 


"Gonna give it up now?" 


May as well be a rhetorical question, and he knows it. | can't even say "not without a fight" because | couldn't 
even crush a fly at this point. He knows that too. His tone is calm and confident. Just like when he slid into the 
booth across from me an hour ago as | was finishing my sandwich and asked to borrow a dollar for the juke 
box. He must've known that he already had me. That all it would take to lure me outside under the pretense of 
a blowjob would be to sway those slender hips as he walked back to the booth and flash me that pretty smile 


as he sat down again. He knows he's seconds away now from getting what he's after no matter what | do. 


"Give what up?" | grunt. Just to be defiant. Just to make whatever stand | still can, even if it costs me some 


teeth or the other eye. 


Problem is, he doesn't opt for fists this time. He pulls a knife. Same knife he slashed me with. The one | could 
have sworn | knocked out of his hand into the storm drain while we were struggling back there. My heart 
slams into overdrive (at least I'll bleed out faster, right?) as he angles the blade toward my throat. 


"Don't play stupid, faggot" He drags his other fist across his split lip. The one solid blow | managed to land 
before | took off running. "The wallet and the vest. Right fuckin’ now." 


If Cliff were here, he would undoubtedly tell me to hand them over. So what if I'm out thirty-odd bucks and 
school photos of my kids that | can easily get extra copies of? So what if they take the vest? Cracked leather 
and faded patches aren't worth my life. 


If Cliff were here, | would agree. | would've handed them over without a fight and been genuinely grateful for 


the opportunity to walk away. 


But Cliff isn't here. He never had the opportunity to walk away. This vest is all | have left of him. And if l'm 
willing to die for it, I'm not giving up my kids’ pictures willingly either. 


"You can have the cash and the credit card. That's it. The rest isn't worth shit anyway." 
| can't see the smirk, but | sure as fuck can hear it. "Must be, or we wouldn't be having this conversation" 
"Please. Take the cash and card, and | won't even call the cops. | swear to God" 


Wasted words. Asshole doesn't even bother responding. Instead, he snaps his fingers and his two buddies 
emerge from the throbbing void that used to be my peripheral vision Meth zombies. Or so | assumed when | 
first walked in and saw them hunched over the bar, slack-jawed and hollow-eyed and seemingly oblivious to 
everything but the baseball game on the grainy TV. They're a lot stronger too than their skeletal frames 
would suggest. My resolution not to cry goes to shit as soon as the skinnier one grabs my broken arm. | can 


hear pieces of bone crunching like gravel. There are no words on Earth to describe how it feels. 


Next thing | know, I'm on my feet again. No idea whether they dragged me or if | jumped up instinctively from 
the pain. My arms are wrenched behind my back and held there as the ringleader approaches me again with 


the knife. | only see the glint. Everything else is now a hot watery blur. 


"You seem to think you're in charge here, Dipshit. Fuckin’ bossing me around, telling me what | can and can't 
have. Never mind that | could reach into that cocksucking mouth of yours and cut your tongue out before you 
say another word" He's right up in my face again, forcing me to inhale his stinking breath with what may be 
the last of mine. Can't believe | ever wanted those nasty lips against mine. Can't believe | was willing to put my 
dick between them. At least he spared me that indignity. "So let me make it extremely fucking clear. I'm taking 
the wallet. I'm taking the vest. Then I'm gonna bend you over and fuck you after all for the trouble you put 
me through." 


"Eat shit" 

He stops. Cocks his head in disbelief. But only after he's already snatched the wallet from my back pocket. 
"The fuck did you say?" 

"Eat. Shit. Need me to repeat it louder or just dumb it down?" 

One of his buddies wheezes out a laugh. The other starts whining about this whole thing taking too long. He 
ignores both of them and fixes his eyes on me. Not that | can see them in the shadows of their sockets. 
Fucker may as well be the Grim Reaper himself. 

"Starting to think you have a death wish, old man" 

l'm starting to think so too, the way my mouth keeps shooting off like that. Can't tell whether it's trying to 
make me sound tougher than | really am or angling for a quick mercy kill. 'd be lying if | said | wouldn't prefer 
the latter over watching this asshole walk away with Cliffs vest. After he and his hick friends finish 
reenacting Deliverance, no less. 

"You'd know all about death wishes, wouldn't you?" | counter. "One of these days you're gonna underestimate 
your mark. You're gonna be the idiot who brings a knife to a gun fight and gets his stupid fucking head blown 
off. You know that as well as | do. Only a matter of time." 

"Y'know, you're probably right. But one thing's for sure. Its not gonna be tonight” 

"Shhhh!" the skinny one hisses. "Shut the fuck up. There's someone out there!" 


My assailant doesn't even bother looking. "You're tweakin’, man" 


"Dude, I'm fuckin’ tellin’ you. | saw someone." 


"Where?" 

"Over there. Near the picnic tables." 

If only that were true. There's just enough light from the half moon to reveal nothing beyond the outskirts of 
the parking lot but a scattering of cacti and desert sage. None of them large enough for a person to hide 
behind, even if they crouched. 

"Yeah? Then how come Gramps isn't yelling for help?" 

For one thing, there's no cell signal out here. A Good Samaritan would have to go inside to call the cops from a 
landline. And considering the owner is obviously in cahoots with these assholes, anyone who tried to help me 
would probably end up dead too. Thank fuck the only other patron was leaving just as | walked in 

"| saw it too," the other one pipes up. "A shadow. It was there for a second and then it was gone." 

"Told youl" 

"Coyotes looking for scraps." 

"Nah, man. Wasn't a coyote. This thing was way fuckin’ taller and it--" 


"Did you see anything?" 


It takes the knife tip being poked against the underside of my chin to make me realize my assailant is talking to 


me. 
"| can't see jack shit. Thanks to you." 
"But WE saw it!" 


"Because you're hallucinating," he retorts. "You need another hit. And if you want it, you'll shut up and get this 


cocksucker down on his hands and knees: 

"No fuckin’ way. We need to get outta here before that thing comes back" 

The blade nicks my jaw as it's yanked away and pointed at the men behind me. 

‘Either of you chicken shits says another word about leaving and I'll gut you both. You hear me?" 
"Fuck this!" 


Just like that, the grip loosens from my broken arm. An insane flood of hope washes through me and | heave 


my weight to the opposite side, knocking the other one off balance. Hell yeah. Back in the game. Now all | have 
to do is kick this asshole in front of me in the nuts. If | can stun him for even a second, itll buy me time to 


run to the cab, lock myself in, and get my motherfucking gun. 


But my foot connects with empty air. | knocked myself off balance too when | pushed that tweaker away. The 


only thing keeping me from landing square on my ass is my assailants grip on the knife. 

The knife sticking out of my chest. 

"Whoa, dude, what the fuck?" 

That's from the skinny one. His buddy stares bug-eyed before turning away to puke his guts out. 


Me? I'm frozen in place. Can't move. Can't talk. Can't feel a thing except a heavy, creeping chill that descends on 


my body. 

"Holy shit, man. Holy fucking shit! | thought you were just--" 

"Shut up!" 

"Please." | can barely hear my own voice above the frantic rush of my pulse. Panic sets in with a vengeance 
as | realize how hard my heart is pumping. How quickly I'll bleed out once he withdraws that blade. Gone is my 
hotheaded resolve and the death wish that accompanied it. Now all | want is to turn back time, if only far 
enough to give my attacker what he asked for. | was wrong. | was so fucking wrong. 

"Please what?" he whispers mockingly. 

| don't know. | just don't want to die like this. Jesus Christ, | don't want to die at all 

"Please..." 

"Please take the vest? Sure thing, boss." 

And he does, but not before he pulls out the knife, sticks me three more times, and steps aside to let me fall 
flat on my face. Dirt fills my mouth first. Then blood. | can hear jagged breaths wheezing from everywhere 
but my throat as he peels the leather from my arms. | lift my face toward his shoes as he crouches down, 
hoping to spit on them. | can't. I'm pretty sure | bit off my tongue. 

"Told you it wouldn't be tonight 


For him anyway. 


| use what strength remains to roll myself over as he stands up to walk away. Not to fight. Not to beg. Just 


so | can look up to the sky and see the stars and constellations | always took for granted. | know it's the last 
time | will. 


What | see instead is a blinding flash that turns the air completely white. 

| shut my eyes against it, and what | see in the afterimage nearly stops my heart right then. A shadow. A 
human shadow, impossibly tall and impossibly thin, its spindly hand outstretched and clenched around my killer's 
head. 


An ear-splitting scream, followed by another. And another. 


Then silence as everything fades to black. 


To be continued. 


Anywhere But Here 


It's not that | don't believe in Heaven. I'm just not sure | deserve to get in. 


And no, before you ask, it's not because l'm gay. Or because l'm divorced. Or because | used to drink. Or 
because l'm into Slayer and Black Sabbath and Iron Maiden and countless other so-called "Satanic" bands that 
old ladies insist on clutching their pearls over. It's certainly not because | believe in modern medicine and sex 
education (despite my mom's best efforts to dissuade me). It's not because of anything the hellfire and 


brimstone-spouting preachers rail against, or the fact that I've never bought into their visions of damnation. 
It's not that | think I've been a bad person. 
| just haven't been a particularly good one either. 


I've hurt people. Way too many people. People | loved from the bottom of my heart that | either held at arm's 
length or pushed away entirely because | was too afraid of losing them. Or too afraid they'd leave me instead- 
-which of course they did. There are so many things | could have done differently and still remained faithful 
to God and my own conscience. | didn't have to run away the day after graduation to become a roadie just 
because | was angry at my family, for instance. | didn't have to be such a dick to my friend Kirk after Cliff 
was killed because they'd swapped bunks the night of the crash. | knew it wasn't his fault--just stupid bad 
luck--that he survived while my boyfriend died. | didn't have to be an even bigger dick to my next boyfriend 
Jason simply because he wasn't Cliff. | didn't have to miss my son's first birthday because | went on a 
massive bender. | didn't have to choose alcohol over my marriage. | don't have to spend all my time on the 
road these days (despite my sobriety and all the other amends I've tried to make), neglecting my kids and my 


friends because l'm too busy running from bad memories that inevitably follow me anyway. 


The list goes on and on. Things that aren't nearly horrible enough to land my ass in Hell but that don't exactly 


make me a prime candidate for eternal salvation either. 


So then | always wondered where that would leave me when | eventually bit the proverbial dust. Or the literal 
dust, in this case. Where do people go who don't qualify for Heaven or Hell? Purgatory? Limbo? Oblivion? Or do 
we get plunked right back down here on Earth for another go-round, or two, or three, or however long it 


takes to finally tip the scales one way or the other? 

"James." 

I've heard that right before you die, all of your synapses fire one last time. They say your brain lights up like 
the Fourth of July. The grand finale. Some say that's why people see a long tunnel with a light at the end-- 
that the entrance to the afterlife and anyone who flutters down to usher you in are nothing more than the 


chemical delusions of a dying brain. 


"James" 


Which means | can't rule out Oblivion just because l'm hearing a strange voice clear as day. 
"C'mon, man. Wake up." 


Or because | can feel someone's hand on my shoulder, gently shaking me. Can't trust my ears or my nerves. 


Can't tell the difference between an immortal soul and a mortal consciousness. 
"James." 

"What?" | grumble. 

"They're gone now. You can open your eyes." 


May as well. Enjoy whatever hallucination my gray matter has cooked up for me. Or see which afterlife I've 
managed to tumble into. Its not like | can ignore eternity forever. 


The first thing | notice are the stars. The first thing | think is that this might be Heaven after all. Not only 
are they unusually clear and bright, even for the desert, but there seem to be twice as many now. As if | 

were looking through a telescope and seeing the entire night sky instead of a tight circular snapshot. It's still 
there after | blink. So | blink again. Still there. | do it a third time, making sure to wait a few seconds before 
opening my eyes once more. 

My eyes. 

Plural. 

| can see perfectly out of both of them. 

The epiphany barely registers before it's overridden by disappointment. 

"Oh fuck. | really am dead." 


"No you're not," the voice pipes up. "Not any more, at least.” 


His tone is so cheerfully matter-of-fact that a hiccup of laughter escapes my throat before | can ask any of 


the obvious questions. Like what the fuck he's talking about. And who he is. And how he knows my name. 
"Where am |?" is the one my mouth settles on. 
"The Four Winds Bar." 


Guess we can rule out Heaven, then. 


"No, | mean.. where?" 

"Here." 

I'm about to get pissed off at his inane non-answer when | feel hands slide under my arms and realize he was 

simply offering to help me up. | jerk away from his touch, assailed by a flash of memory. That cocksucker who 
robbed me. Dragging me by the armpits. Hauling me up by the hair. Every cell in my body screaming in mortal 
pain. 


‘lm sorry," he says. "It's just that you shouldn't sit up too fast.” 


Fuck that. I'll stand up and fucking run if my legs will still carry me. I've had my fill of strangers who can't 
keep their hands to themselves for one night. 


Unless, of course, this is my eternal punishment. Then there's not a damned thing | can do about it. Pun 
intended. Panic flares through me and I'm on my feet in an instant. Whether | intended to make a break for it 
or grab whoever it is by the collar and shake some information out of him is all a moot point now. He's 
standing right in front of me with his palm against my chest, and suddenly | can't move. At all. Not even to 
blink my inexplicably working eyes. 

Who the fuck are you? 

He smiles. "I'm Lars." 

Where did you come from? 

Except | know the answer to that one, because | recognize him now. The patron who was leaving the bar right 
as | was walking in Little short guy. Late twenties. Long brown hair, denim jacket, backpack over one shoulder. | 
barely gave him a glance, let alone a second thought, because all | could think about at the time was the 
promise of a nice hot meal and a cold glass of iced tea By the time | remembered him again (when those two 
crankheads started freaking out about someone in the shadows), | assumed he was long gone. 


"m James." 


Just like that, | can speak again. And move. Shock is such a weird fucking thing. | could have sworn that he 


magically rendered me immobile with a touch of his hand. 
But I'm not in shock, | remind myself. I'm dead. No way could | be anything else after what happened. 
"Nice to meet you." 


| don't take the hand Lars offers in greeting, because l'm too busy staring at my own Its caked in half- 


congealed blood, as is the other hand and the rest of my clothes, as far as | can see. More blood than I've 
ever seen come out of a single body--and that's including every deer that jumped into the path of my truck 
over the years. There's no way anyone would still be standing after losing this much blood. There's no way 
anyone would still be breathing. Last time | checked, | wasn't even doing that. My last gasps were coming out 


the holes in my chest instead of my mouth. 
The holes in my chest from that fucker's knife. 


Oh God.. 


| already know what I'm going to find (or rather, not going to find) as | tear open the buttons of my shirt. | 
know, because even if | couldn't feel them, | would sure as hell hear them. The sickening whistles of air 
escaping punctured lungs. | don't have to run my palms over the sticky flesh to know it's completely intact. But 
| do it anyway. | don't have to push up my sleeve and squeeze my arm to know the bones are unbroken, but | 
do that anyway too. It makes no sense. Any of it. No way would a dying hallucination be this vivid or prolonged. 
This isn't a Hollywood movie. This is real life. Or real death, rather. And if I'm in the afterlife now with my 


wounds miraculously healed, then-- 

"Why the fuck am | still covered in blood?" 

"One thing at a time," Lars replies. "I had to make sure you were okay." 

"Did | hit my head?" 

"Its possible." 

Hell yeah, it's possible. More than possible. That must be what happened. | tripped over something after | got 
out of the truck. Maybe a chunk of concrete. Maybe my own shoelace. Whacked my skull against the pavement 
and knocked myself out cold. Everything that happened between then and now must have been one long fucked- 


up dream. All this blood? Probably from a scalp laceration. Those things bleed like a motherfucker. 


| mean, | didn't see the whole thing go down," he continues, "but I'm sure your head took as much of a beating 


as the rest of you." 
Wait a minute. 
"What're you talking about?" 


"l'm sorry | didn't realize what was happening sooner. | heard your voices behind the truck, but | thought you 
guys were just talking." 


No, no, no. That's not what happened. It fucking can't be. | already established that. 


"What guys?" 

"The ones who did this to you." 

Okay, so maybe l'm remembering wrong. Maybe they approached me as | was getting out of the truck. Hit me 
over the head and stole my wallet and vest. The rest was a dream. That's gotta be it. If this dude is telling the 
truth, it's the only rational explanation left. 

"Where are they?" 

"I told you. They're gone." 

"But where?" 


Lars cocks his head and gives a little shrug. "Does it matter?" 


"Does it mat--are you nuts? Those assholes robbed mel | need to know where they went so | can tell the 


cops." 

"The cops won't do anything about it" 

"No shit, if they don't know where to start looking!" 

"Calm down, James" 

"Don't fucking tell me to calm down. Not after what they--" 

His hand is back on my chest, and just like that, I'm frozen again. All | can do is breathe. Frantically at first, as 
if my lungs were trying to outrace my pounding heart. Then slower, more evenly, as the seconds tick by and 
our eyes remain locked. His are a striking shade of green (how can | see them so clearly in the dark?) and 
slightly too large for his face. Or maybe his nose and mouth are slightly too small. Either way, he's beautiful | 
don't know how | didn't see it the first time. 

Who ARE you? 

Lars smiles. Cryptic but gentle, almost like a cat. | feel the last of my rage evaporate into the cool desert air. 
How do you know my name? 

He reaches into his jacket pocket, the other hand still over my heart, and pulls out a wallet. Flips it open. Holds 


it up so that | can see my own driver's license. Lays it gently in my upturned palm. Watches me blink stupidly 


for a moment, then steps away with a chuckle. 


"You can close your mouth now." 

| do, but only to work up enough saliva to talk again 

"Where did you get this?" 

"Dude dropped it as he was running away” 

"Running away? You mean, from you" 

Another chuckle. "Hey, | might be short, but | can hold my own in a fight if | have to.” 

"You fought those guys all by yourself" 

"Quit sounding so surprised." 

"But there were three of ‘em 

"The other two were already running’ 

Yeah. From whatever creature came out of that white light and grabbed their friend. 

| shake my head violently--as if one concussion weren't enough for the night. That was a dream, Hetfield. Get it 
through your thick skull already. Those guys knocked you out stole your shit, and took off when unexpected 
company showed up. End of story 

"You got a gun?" | hear myself ask 

"Not exactly" 

The fuck does that mean? 


Actually, never mind. | get the distinct impression that I'm better off not knowing. 


"Well, | do." I'm damn lucky those assholes didn't dig the keys out of my pocket. Shit really would've gone south 
if they found my .45 under the driver's seat. "And | have a feeling that bartender knows where they went." 


"He won't talk." 
"He might with the right persuasion" 


"Forget it, Dirty Harry. He's already gone too." 


| look over my shoulder at where Lars is pointing and see that the bar is completely dark now. So is the neon 


sign. The place looks completely abandoned. Weird, since it claimed to be open all night. 
‘Or so he wants us to think Betcha anything he's still in there." 
"He's not," Lars insists. "Trust me." 


"Look. | appreciate you helping me and | know you're concerned, but | can't just leave it. They took something 
else of mine. Something irreplaceable. | gotta--" 


"You mean this?" 


Lars reaches into the open backpack sitting a few feet away. | hear my breath hitch as he holds up my stolen 
battle vest. 


"Holy shit 

He smiles. "Probably should've given this back first." 

"Are you..are you with them? Is that what's really going on here?" 
"C'mon, man. You know better than that" 


| do. On some deep, instinctual level, in fact. | just don't know how Lars managed to chase those guys off and 


get my belongings back so easily. He looks like you could knock him over with a sneeze. 

"Fine. But I'm still calling the cops. They can't keep rolling people like this.’ 

"Don't sweat it, they won't." 

| turn the vest over in my hands, tears of gratitude welling in my eyes as | run my fingers over the patches. 
The anger dissolves like smoke as | press the cracked leather to my nose. Twenty six years and countless 
miles later, and it still smells exactly the same as the last time Cliff wore it. | couldn't care less about those 
guys or the cops now. Or the possible meaning of Lars’ cryptic remarks. | feel my face flush when | catch him 
watching me, but | don't care about that either. I'm alive. | still have everything they tried to take from me. 
Nothing else matters. 

Except figuring out how to thank Lars as much as he deserves. 


"So, um, not to suggest that you owe me or anything." 


"You need a lift?" 


This time the laugh sounds relieved. "Read my mind" 


Funny. | could say the same about some of his remarks in the brief time we've been acquainted. Cliff had that 
effect on me too. It's probably why | find it so easy to trust Lars despite the undeniable weirdness of 


everything that's happened since he woke me up. 
"No problem. Where're you headed?" 
"Anywhere but here." 


Ordinarily that reply would give me chills. It's exactly what | said to my dad after the screen door banged shut 
between us and he asked where the hell | was going. | even had a backpack slung over my shoulder, just like 
Lars does now. Only difference is that | wasn't smiling when | said it. That smile makes it impossible to be 
unnerved, despite the vague unease in his voice. | chalk that up to watching a guy get mugged and having to 
chase off his attackers. He's handling it better than most people would. 


"lm going to southern California," | explain. "Picking up l-10 in Alamogordo and taking that south to I-10. | can 
drop you anywhere you'd like along the way." 


"What if | don't know exactly where l'm going yet?" 
"That's cool. Just let me know when you do." 


Lars pulls his jacket tighter against the sudden breeze. He's obviously not from around here (as if the 
implacable accent weren't a dead giveaway) and probably doesn't realize how cold the desert can get at night, 


even in the summer. "Southern California sure sounds nice." 
"Never been?" 


He shakes his head wistfully. "Always wanted to see it. Hollywood especially. All those clubs, y'know? The 


Whisky..the Viper Room.man. How awesome would that be?" 


I've been to both, and | don't have the heart to tell Lars that even the most legendary venues tend to lose 
their novelty after a decade of loading equipment in and out, slowly wrecking my joints and my hearing for 
nothing more than shitty paychecks from ungrateful bands. Which | never minded while Cliff was alive. He was 
the one who suggested we join a road crew in the first place. He was the reason | stuck with it for a few 
years after the accident that killed him, trying to remind myself just like he did that it was all about the 
music. Lars is more of a starry-eyed dreamer, but his excitement is no less palpable or infectious. | even find 


myself wishing | had more turnaround time before my next haul so that | could use this excuse to go back. 


See if it feels any different from the other side of the stage. 


‘Ive heard it's fucking amazing," | reply, "but I'm afraid Hollywood's a bit of a detour from my route. Gotta 
pick up Interstate 5 and head north. At least | can get you pretty close." 


"You don't mind the company?" 

Normally, I'd fucking hate it. | can't stand spending more than a day in close quarters with anyone | don't 
already know and like. That's the main reason | never pick up hitchhikers. But there's something different about 
Lars. Something that stirs an undefinable excitement and makes the prospect of traveling familiar roads seem 
like a new adventure. 

Plus, he saved my life. And got my vest and wallet back. Id drive him all the way to Alaska for that. 

"Not at all. As long as you don't mind an extra stop." 

"Where at?" 

“There's a motel just west of Cloudcroft. Shouldn't take us more than an hour or so. I'd like to get off the 
road for the rest of the night, in case this concussion is worse than it seems." | hold up my bloodied arms. 
"And take a nice long shower, obviously.” 

"That's cool. It's just." 

Lars drops his gaze to the ground, nudging at a rock with the toe of his shoe. | wonder why he suddenly 
seems uncomfortable until it hits me. He's worried I'm going to perv on him. Take advantage. Can't say | blame 
him in the least. Back when | was his age, guys my age used to try that shit on the road all the time. | take a 
step back. Button my shirt again 

"What's wrong?" 


"Kinda short on cash, that's all." 


| don't hear any apprehension in his voice now, so hopefully that really is all. | almost want to apologize for my 


mind going straight to the gutter. Even though | never said any of it out loud. 
"Don't worry about it. Ill even pay for your own room" 

His eyes light up. Almost literally. "Are you serious?" 

"Wouldn't have offered otherwise." 

‘James, man, you really don't have to--" 


| put up my hand. "It's the least | can do. And don't pretend you wouldn't rather sleep in a real bed instead of a 


truck, because | know better." 


Who says we'll be sleeping? 


Yeah. Pretty sure it's a concussion. Dirty thoughts about people | just met are an occupational hazard after 
enough lonely hours on the road (or | wouldn't have looked twice at my mugger), but hearing them in Lars’ 


voice instead of my own all but confirms | got my bell rung good. 

"Guilty as charged," he says. 

It takes me a moment to realize he's responding to my previous comment instead of the thought that popped 
into my mind just now. | rub my eyes, feigning exhaustion even though l'm fully awake and feeling pretty damn 
good at the moment. | chalk that up to adrenaline. Which is all the more reason to get off the road as soon as 
possible. I'll be out like a light once the endocrine high wears off. | dig out my keys, unlock the passenger door, 
and cringe at the pile of receipts and food wrappers on the seat. Mutter an apology as | scoop them into an 


already-overflowing trash bag. 


Forget if, says the voice inside my head as | consider looking for a dumpster. Throw it away later. Just get us 


the hell away from this place already. 

Huh. 

Apparently my conscience talks with a foreign accent now. 

"Sorry about the mess." 

"l said forget it," Lars chuckles as he climbs into the cab. "Nothing compared to my last ride." 

Everything he says seems to have a double meaning. Or a hidden meaning. Or both. It's hard to explain | remind 
myself for the hundredth time that I'm obviously not thinking straight. For obvious reasons. No matter how 


weird things may look or feel right now, | know there must be a rational explanation for it. All of it. 


For instance: my dashboard clock Gotta be malfunctioning. There's no way only ten minutes have gone by since 


| first pulled into the parking lot. 

And the three piles of ash illuminated by my headlights as | maneuver the rig back onto the road. Somebody 
must've dumped them out of a barbecue grill. Odd place to do that, right there on the concrete near the 
picnic tables, but whatever. This whole place is odd. 


This whole fucking night is odd. 


"How ‘bout some music?" The only reason I'm sure Lars said it out loud is because | can see him reaching for 


the dial. "You mind?" 


"Nope. Crank it the hell up, in fact." 


He hits the button. All that comes out is static. | think nothing of it, because the sound system is as old as 
the truck itself and the radio likes to switch between Sirius XM and local stations at random. We're definitely in 


a dead zone where the latter is concerned. 

"Just switch it to satellite," | tell him. 

More static. Accompanied by a wiggling, wavering high-pitched hum that I've never heard before. | feel a chil 
run down the back of my neck and into the marrow of my bones. The fuck could be making a noise like that? It 
almost sounds like some kind of electromagnetic interference. 


"Shit," Lars mutters. "I was afraid that might happen." 


| reach over to hit the power and accidentally jab the CD button instead. The cab goes quiet. | stare dumbly at 


the console for a moment before shifting my eyes back to the road. 
Like | said. This whole fucking night is odd. 


"Don't suppose you have any CDs in that backpack of yours. Otherwise we'll have to sit here and converse like 


regular human beings." 

"Funny you should say that" Lars reaches into the depths of the bag and pulls out an old Sony Diskman. The 
kind with flimsy styrofoam-padded headphones. He pops it open to reveal a blessedly familiar logo. "You like 
Motörhead?" 


Gone are the chills, as quickly as they appeared, replaced by a grin that feels like it could light up the whole 
highway. 


"Is that a rhetorical question?" 


To be continued. 


One Lucky Son of a Bitch 


My passenger doesn't say a word the entire drive--unless you count the lyrics he belts out while full-body 
air drumming as if he were Phil Taylor himself. And | literally mean full-body: feet stamping the floor, knees 
pistoning, invisible drumsticks battering the dash, hands moving too fast to see, elbows jabbing precariously 
close to the window and my head, a tornado of hair obscuring his face and flinging droplets of sweat in every 


direction. 


Its impossible to ignore the frenzy of motion, but | still try not to make it too obvious that I'm watching. Even 
though Lars is clearly too immersed in the music to care. | wonder if he's like this with every stranger he 
bums a ride from or if I'm the exception for whatever reason. Maybe he's just happy to find someone who 
shares his taste in music. Someone he feels comfortable cutting loose with. Or maybe he's trying his 
damnedest to put whatever happened back there out of his mind. That would make two of us, and if so, he 


seems to be succeeding much more than | am. 


We arrive at the motel right at the end of the final song on the album. Somehow that's the least uncanny 
timing I've seen tonight. The place is well lit and has a welcome air of civilization. | slip into the sleeper 
compartment just long enough to swap out my bloody shirt for a clean one and to stuff a few things into my 
overnight duffel. Then | leave Lars here to chill while | go inside to book our rooms. 


Or room, rather. There's only one vacancy. 
At least it has two beds. 


He flops down on the first one, letting out a contented sigh as he splays his slender limbs out in every 
direction. Its impossible not to crack a smile. He's like an overgrown kid on his first real road trip. Or maybe 
just a weary traveler grateful to be sleeping somewhere other than a car for once. Either way, I'm glad | 


could provide an obviously needed change of scenery. It's the least | can do to repay him for saving my ass. 
"Want the first shower?" 

Lars cocks an eyebrow. "Dude. Like you even need to ask" 

"You sure?" 

His only reply is to stuff both pillows under his head and pick up the TV remote. 

Sure enough, the blood washes completely away to reveal no visible injuries anywhere on my body. Not even a 
bruise. No surprise there. It's only when I've worked up a massive shampoo lather that | realize this includes 
my scalp. | should be able to feel the gash as | work my fingers through my hair. It should sting like hell or at 


least be tender to the touch. | watch the suds circle the drain as | rinse. No clots or scabs. No tinges of pink. | 
lather, rinse, and repeat several more times with the same result. Still unconvinced, | resolve to ask Lars to 


give my head a second look once he's done with his shower. 
You just want his fingers in your hair. 


This time, my brain sounds like its usual self. | guess that's encouraging. Means the damage can't be too bad. 


Right? 

A gentle knock. Then, "James?" 
"Yeah?" 

"Are you okay in there?" 

ld be even better if you joined me. 


| crank the knob to cold and let the frigid water blast me in the face for a second before | turn it off. Yeah, 
I'm okay. Totally confused and randomly horny, but okay. Thanks for asking. 


"Sorry," | call out. "Lost track of time. I'll be right out, soon as | brush my teeth." 

Which | don't even have to tell you are completely intact. | study my face in the mirror. Stick out my tongue 
and look down my throat. Run my fingers along the bridge of my nose and peer up the nostrils. Nothing's 
swollen. Nothing's sore. | look perfectly normal. Better than normal, if I'm being honest, but that's probably just 
the exhaustion talking. 

Except that I'm not the least bit tired. | feel great, in fact. It's the best I've felt in ages. 


Adrenaline, | remind myself. Endorphins. Shock. They'll probably wear off in a few hours and I'll wake up feeling 
like roadkill 


Doesn't mean you cant enjoy it while it lasts 


Lars glances up when | emerge a few minutes later clad in sweatpants and an undershirt. There's no mistaking 
the brief flash of concern in his eyes, nor the relief when he sees that I'm lucid and walking upright. 


Wow. You clean up nicely 


"Thanks," | reply--and feel my face go warm as he pulls off his headphones. He didn’t say it. | only imagined he 
did. 


"What's that?" 


"| said it's all yours." 


"Any hot water left?" 
"Very funny. What's wrong with the TV?" 


Stupid question Its not working, is what. There's barely a discernible picture between the waves of static. Lars 
makes a show of flipping through the channels with no luck before he tosses the remote aside. 


"Must be the satellite. | could call the front desk if you--" 
"Don't worry about it. Nothing on this time of night worth watching anyway.’ 


Other than porn, which could get awkward to say the least. Probably for the best that the cable's as fucked 
as my radio. | watch as Lars paws through his backpack for some fresh clothes. | turn away when he kicks off 
his sneakers and starts peeling off his jeans. He leaves them all in a pile. Walks naked into the bathroom. 
Doesn't even bother closing the door all the way. Must be European. | wonder if he's as struck by my modesty 
as | am by his lack thereof. 


When | finally glance up again, | realize the TV is working after all. 
Weird. 


Actually, not really. I've heard of people who have that effect on electronics. Some of them claim that 
streetlamps go out whenever they walk underneath. | even knew a guy on the road crew who fried every 
watch and cell phone he owned. Supposedly we all give off our own electromagnetic field. | guess some are just 
stronger than others. Since his CD player is obviously working just fine, it would appear that Lars’ interference 
is limited to radio waves and satellite signals. Intuition tells me to check my phone. | dig it out of my duffel and 
see that | still have zero bars. Kinda odd, considering how close we are to Cloudcroft, but that's the high 
desert for you. Cell signals come and go as they please. | shoot off a quick text to my friend Dave-- 


[You will not believe the night I've had! 

--and the Undeliverable message pops up immediately. Ah well. 

That's when curiosity really gets the better of me. | wonder if Lars has a phone. | wonder what else he has in 
that backpack, period. He said "not exactly" when | asked if he had a gun. Which probably means he's packing a 
canister of pepper spray. Maybe even a cheap stun gun. He's not exactly intimidating on his own, so it makes 
sense that he'd be wielding some kind of weapon if he managed to chase off three armed robbers. 


Then | remember he didn't say "chased." He said fought. He fought them off. 


My heart catches for a moment. What if that's where all the blood came from? What if (oh fuck) it's not my 
blood at all? 


Hang on. 


If that were the case, Lars would have been covered in blood too. It would've been all over the place instead of 


just me. Their bodies would've left glistening wet trails from the pavement to wherever he dragged them. 


Okay, so Lars didn't kill them. Or do anything that would've drawn blood. That means he either maced or tazed 


them or scared them off with the element of surprise. 

There's also a third possibility. The one | keep dismissing and returning to over and over because | can't come 
up with a concrete explanation for any of this. | really am dead and this is Purgatory. This motel is occupied 
entirely by lost souls. Lars included, unless he's some kind of angel. 

lm no angel. 

Or some kind of devil. 

Nope! Try again 

Some kind of guide, then. Like in Dante's Inferno. 

Now you're reeeeeaaallly straining yourself, Hetfield 

Fine. So we're both alive and l'm just freaking myself out. l'm also apparently obsessed with my rescuer to the 
point that l'm hearing his voice in my head like he's Jiminy Fucking Cricket. | can't help myself. Wouldn't you 
have a million questions too? 

For instance, where exactly is he from? What is that accent? Is he hitchhiking across the country just to see 
new places, or is he running from something? (Or someone?) Why doesn't he have his own vehicle? Is he 
homeless? Mentally ill? In trouble with the law? Does he have a family? Kids of his own? A significant other? 
Is he into men or women? Both? Neither? Is he a prostitute? Is he trying to hustle me? Why is he dressed like 
he's in a Bon Jovi cover band? 

What the hell is this dude's story? How can | find the excuse to ask? 

Are you sure youre ready to know? 

| sneak a look through the bathroom door and see that the shower curtain is still closed Lars seems to be 
taking his sweet time just like | did. Good. Even though | know we'll have plenty of time to swap backstories 


tomorrow on our way to LA, | can't resist the urge to take a peek at his belongings. Just a peek. Ideally at his 
wallet if he has one. 


Before | know it, I'm up to the elbows inside his backpack. | pull out a wad of clothes: another pair of holey 


jeans, a faded AC/DC t-shirt, and an assortment of socks. The lack of underwear definitely suggests he's 
European. Or so I've been told, anyway. Below that are a pair of shades and several more CDs. Rob Zombie. 
Diamond Head. Dio. Thin Lizzy. That's it. No stun gun or pepper spray or any other sort of weapon. No wallet 
either. 


Then | spot his discarded jeans on the floor. Guess what's sticking out of the pocket. 


Another quick glance at the bathroom door. Another guilty swallow. | open the wallet and, sure enough, the 
first things | see are a green card and international driver's license. Lars Ulrich of Denmark. | can't tell if 
they're authentic or not, because I'm no expert on foreign documents, but that's definitely his picture on the 
ID. Behind those are a wad of bills. Nothing bigger than a ten from what | can see. He wasn't kidding about 


being short on cash-- 
"Busted!" 


| practically jump out of my skin. Lars is peering around the edge of the shower curtain, his grinning face 


reflected in the bathroom mirror. 

"I, um.uh.| was just.." 

"And here you were worried about me snooping through your shit," he teases. 
My face is crimson. | can feel it. How the hell do | explain myself? 

"| needed some singles for the vending machine, and | didn't want to interrupt." 


| wait for Lars to call me out on what is officially the most unconvincing lie I've ever told. No question, he can 
see right through me. But all he says is "cool--grab me some pretzels if they have any," before pulling the 


curtain closed again 
Huh. Okay. Guess we're having a midnight snack. 


The water shuts off just as l'm stepping out the door. | fight the urge to turn around (hoping to catch a 
glimpse as he steps out of the shower) and claim | forgot my shoes, because l'm already pushing my luck with 
one bogus excuse. | pad down the walkway past the other rooms. Hesitate in front of the vending machine as 
two realizations hit me at once: that despite nearly shitting myself just now, | feel more at ease around Lars 
than | have anyone else in recent memory, and that | still can't shake the suspicion that this is all too good to 
be true. Like maybe I'm bleeding out in the parking lot of Four Winds and having a dying dream that l'm about 
to buy pretzels for a nude Danish hitchhiker. Because let's be honest. How the hell else would | wind up in that 


scenario? 


Or maybe it's real and l'm just one lucky son of a bitch. 


That seems to snap me out of it. | feed some bills into the machine, hit some buttons, and reach down into the 
bin to retrieve my plunder. I've just turned around to walk back to our room when headlights sweep across 
the parking lot. 

Instinctively, | duck into the shadows. 


Why? No idea at first. Its not like l'm naked. Then | realize that the vehicle has stopped at the edge of the lot 
and is idling right there next to my truck. A black SUV. Black as the night itself. | drop to a crouch and hug my 
knees against the inexplicable shiver running through my body. Seconds pass that feel much longer. Paranoia 
begins to wrap its icy fingers around my heart. 

Then the vehicle backs out along the same path it came and continues down the highway into the darkness. 
Mustve seen the No Vacancy sign. 

| chalk my discomfort up to a lingering case of nerves (though, all in all, | feel surprisingly chill for someone 


who just had a near-death experience) and mosey on back to the room. 


To be continued. 


Some Kind of Monster 


Author's Notes: 
Had to split the original chapter into two parts because it was so long. Chapter 5 is where things get really 


steamy..and really weird. 


The room is dark by the time | get back, save for a faint blue glow around the edge of the curtains. Lars 
must have fallen asleep already. | unlock the door as quietly as possible, only to jump back from the loud 
chirpy voice that greets me. 

"Hey! What took you so long?" 

Oh, just the usual existential crisis. Can't stop wondering if I'm alive or dead. 


“Couldn't figure out what | wanted" 


| wait for Lars to say something like you and everyone else, but instead he chuckles. "| was starting to think 
you got abducted by aliens." 


"The night is young," | joke right back. 

But actually it is. Not even one am. My internal clock must be all out of whack, because otherwise | would've 
sworn that eight hours had gone by since | first pulled into Four Winds. | must've overestimated the distance 
between Hope and Cloudcroft. That, or | was too distracted by his epic air drumming to notice how fast | was 
driving. | set the two bags of pretzels on the nightstand between the beds and motion toward the bathroom. 
"Mind giving me a hand with something real quick?" 

| cringe as soon as the words leave my mouth. Lars' smile stretches into a shit-eating grin. 


‘Ordinarily I'd ask you to buy me dinner first, but | guess pretzels still count." 


"That's not what l.l need you to check out my head" Fuck. | point insistently at my temple. "This head. Please. | 


need you to see if there's a bruise or a gash or anything on my scalp." 
"Sure thing, boss." 
| trudge into the bathroom first because | can tell Lars is naked under those thin sheets and | want to give 


him a chance to put something on He mustve read my mind, because he's wearing a towel around his spare 


hips by the time | snap on the light. | plant my ass on the toilet seat and bow my head, giving my damp hair a 


quick ruffle. 

You just want his fingers in your hair. 

No, | don't: 

Yet there they are, and I've just proven myself a liar. He picks carefully through the strands, blunt fingernails 
gently grazing and tickling my scalp. Oh yeah. That feels good. As fucking gay as it might sound, | could sit here 


and let him do that all night. | don't expect him to find anything and | honestly don't care. | would be purring 


my heart out right now if | were a cat. 

And then, "SHIT!" 

Lars jumps back. "Sorry. | didn't mean to hurt you. | think | found it" 

Yeah, I'd say he did. Right near the crown of my head. The spot throbs as he pulls his hand away and stings 
like a knife wound when | put my own fingers to it. A nightmare image flashes through my mind, followed by 
the taste of bile in the back of my throat. | feel dizzy all of a sudden. | have to grip the edges of the toilet 
seat to steady myself. 

"Stupid question, but..you okay?" 


| nod weakly. "Just wasn't expecting it. | must've washed my hair three times and didn't feel a thing. What the 


fuck is wrong with me?" 
"You were probably still in shock" 
| don't get it. There was nothing there when | checked, | swear. No lump or blood or--" 


"Well, there is now." His voice is gentle and apologetic. He keeps one hand on the side of my head as he unspools 


some toilet paper. "I'm sorry." 

| can feel tears prickling the corners of my eyes. "Don't worry about it" 

"But | gotta. | bumped the scab and it's my fault you're bleeding again" 

"Do you think | need stitches?" 

"Hopefully not.” 

Lars presses the makeshift compress to my head, whispering a reassurance as | flinch from the sting. 


Another wave of dizziness rolls through me. Before | even realize it, my forehead is resting against the taut, 
nearly hairless flesh of his abdomen. The warmth soothes me. Makes me feel grounded and protected. Between 


that and the ironic, immeasurable gratitude | feel for the confirmation of a head wound--proof that | really 


am still alive--I break down in tears. | can't help myself. And this time | don't care. 

"James? What's--" 

| thought | was dead" 

"I know," he whispers. "But you're okay now. | made sure of that." 

All| want to do is wrap my arms around him and push my face even tighter against his body. How can 
someone care so deeply for someone they just met? | don't mean me--l mean Lars. I'm a stranger. A nobody. 
Yeah, | gave him a ride and a decent place to sleep, but even so. He's treating me with the kind of compassion 
and patience usually reserved for those we've known our whole lives. What have | done to deserve this? To 
deserve him? 


Everything. Youre a good man, James 


"C'mon" Lars circles an arm around my shoulders and helps me stand. "Come sit on the bed. It's a lot more 


comfortable." 

"You don't understand." 

He sits me down on the rumbled sheets. "Understand what?" 
"How real it all seemed!" 


The words are barely intelligible between the sobs. Lars lifts my hand to hold the compress, then goes to the 
bathroom and returns with a box of tissues. Half empty and scratchy as fuck, but welcome. 


"What do you mean?" he asks as | mop my face. 


"The nightmare. | mean, | guess that's what it was. After those guys knocked me out. | swear to Christ, I've 


never had a dream that felt like that." 

The mattress dips as he sits down beside me. "I'm sorry, man That sounds fucking awful." 
‘It was worse than awful." 

"You wanna tell me about it?" 


| lob the Kleenex wad toward the trash can and miss by a mile. "Why?" 


"Might help you feel better." 


Before | can scoff, I'm already talking. "I had a whole conversation with that guy. He offered to buy me a drink, 
but | don't drink any more. He put on this nice-guy act and | totally bought it. Like a fucking idiot. He was 
really.hot, y'know, and | thought he liked me. One thing led to another and the next thing | knew, we were 
outside, on our way back to my truck. Then he pulled a knife. Demanded my wallet and.." | swallow against the 
lump in my throat, pointing at the back of a nearby chair, ".and my vest. | wouldn't give ‘em up, because 


that's the last thing | have from my.my boyfriend who..fuck My boyfriend who died." 


"Man" Lars bites his lip and looks at me with big, sorrowful green eyes. "I could tell that thing was special, but 
| had no idea." 


"So the fucker punched me in the eye," | continue, voice steadied by the kindness of his words. "Right before 
he slashed my arm with the knife. | managed to deck him and start running. That's one of the reasons it felt 
so real. | always wake up from nightmares where | get hurt. And you know how when you try to run in a 
nightmare and your legs turn to jelly? Yeah, that didn't happen either. | made it almost to the truck before | 
tripped and fell. | felt my fucking arm break. | could feel the fucking bones sticking out of the skin! Then he 
pinned me against the tire. Kept demanding my shit, and | kept refusing. That's when his friends showed up. 
They held my arms while he took the wallet right out of my back pocket. Threatened to rape me when it was 
all over because I'd put up too much of a fight. It never went that far, thank fuck, but only because his 


friends started freaking out. Said they saw someone creeping around in the shadows." 
"Did you see anyone?" 


| can't help but wonder why Lars would ask me that. We're talking about a dream here. Something completely 
imaginary. Right? 


"No, | didn't. And neither did the asshole with the knife. They wanted to split, but he wanted my vest. | told him 
to eat shit. Needless to say, he didn't appreciate that." 


"He stabbed you?" 


| don't reply. | can't even bring myself to nod. My hands are shaking now, and | completely forget about the 
compress as | ball them into fists at my sides. The toilet paper flutters down onto my leg. There are only a 


few drops of blood. Nothing compared to the mess | was covered in less that three hours ago. 
"Is that when you woke up?" Lars asks. 


"No. That's when it got REALLY fucking weird" | yank out a few tissues and press them to the wound. Press 
harder than | probably should, just to remind myself it really was a nightmare and that my battered head was 
the source. "The two junkies ran off after he shanked me. He took the vest off my back. Kept taunting me 
while | was bleeding out. Then, as he turned to walk away, there was this bright light and some kind of. dunno, 
some kind of monster. Freaky fuckin’ thing. Straight out of a Stephen King novel.” 


Lars cocks an eyebrow. "Like a clown?" 
‘Im not joking” 

"Me either, dude. First thing | thought of when you said--" 

"Yeah. | wish it was a fucking clown That would've tipped me off that | was dreaming’ 


"What'd it look like?" 


Tell him, my conscience insists. He's right. I'll probably feel better once | get that fucking image out of my mind 


and into words. 
“Closest thing | can think of would be..an alien, | guess." 
"An alien?" 


| can see the twinkle in Lars' eyes. The smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Already | regret opening 


mine. 
"You think I'm crazy." 
"Not at all," he insists. 


"For the record, | don't even believe in that shit. It's just impossible to drive through the state of New Mexico 
without seeing alien souvenirs in every truck stop. Not to mention my friend Dave. He's fucking obsessed with 
UFOs and won't shut up about Roswell every time | drive this route. | obviously had aliens on the brain if 


that's what showed up to rescue me." 
"Was it a little green man?" 


"There was nothing little about it. Must've been twelve feet tall. Body so thin | could practically see through it. 
Pointy fingers. Great big head. That's all | remember before you woke me up.’ 


That last point isn't entirely true. | remember that thing wrapping its claws around my attacker's head. | can 


still hear his desperate screams echoing in my ears. 
And judging by Lars’ silence, I've said way too much. He probably thinks I'm mentally deranged. | stand up (oh 
yeah, my head is really throbbing now. | knew the relief was too good to last) and collect my scattering of 


tissues. 


"Where're you going?" 


| flush the whole mess down the shitter. "To pop some aspirin Then I'm going to bed" 

"Did | do something wrong?" 

"Just tired, that's all." 

No youre not 

I'm sorry," he says. "| shouldn't have asked about the dream. | really thought it would help." 

| can't bring myself to meet those big eyes of his again just yet. | know Lars wasn't mocking me when he gave 
me that look. It was more like the look Dave gets whenever there's another UFO sighting in the news. Excited. 


Like a goofy kid who can barely contain himself. 


"It did" | take a gulp of tinny water from the sink to wash down the pills. "lm glad | got it out. Now I'm ready 
to call it a night." 


"James..." 


"I know you're not tired yet, and that's okay. You won't keep me awake if you want to stay up and listen to 


music or whatever." 

"| don't think you're crazy." 

My earlobes tingle as he says it. It's that weird mind-reading thing we seem to have going. | peel my shirt 
over my head and feel the tingle spread downward, almost like its following the path of his eyes. | can tell he's 
watching me. 

"Maybe | am." 

"Dude. | told you." 


"Look, just forget it. Forget the dream and the stupid alien thing. None of that matters anyway." 


"Hey." Lars catches me by the arm and turns me to look at him. | can see the TV static reflected in his eyes. 


I+ looks like they're swirling with miniature galaxies. "C'mon, man. Why are you crying?" 


Fuck. | am, aren't |? | pinch the bridge of my nose and shake my head, to no avail. It all comes pouring right 


out again. 


"Because you saved my life, and | don't know if | deserve it. Those guys might've killed me for real if you 
hadn't shown up. Now | get to see my kids grow up. | get another chance at everything, and | don't know if | 
deserve that either." 


"Sure you do," he insists. 

| already told you Youre a good man. You deserve all that and more. 

"You don't even know me." 

"| know enough." 

‘Ive never been grateful for a fuckin’ thing before tonight. Not the way | should be, anyway. But I'm grateful 
for you. | don't care how that sounds. l'm grateful for everything you did and l'm gonna find some way to pay 
it back. Besides just driving you to California." 

‘James, you don't have to pay me back" 

| know, but..at the very least, I'm gonna find some way to make myself worthy of it." 

He gives me another of those cryptic smiles. This one is more vulnerable than playful. 

"There is one thing you can do." 

Whoa. Is this going where | think it is? 

‘Name it" 


"Let me make a confession" 


Something twinges deep inside me, like a plucked guitar string in an otherwise silent room. | try to play it off 
by joking. "I'm not exactly a priest, but go for it" 


"| like you." 

‘| like you too." 

There it is. No shyness. No hesitations. No heavy pauses or shocked expressions. Just like that, the words are 
out, and it feels almost like the gravity in the room has lifted. Like we could put our arms around each other 
and float off into space as if we were completely weightless. I'm half surprised we don't when | cup Lars' chin 
in my palm and lean down to kiss him. 


"James," he whispers against my parted lips. | feel his fingertips against my chest, pushing gently. 


So much for no hesitations. 


"What's wrong?" 

"Nothing. It's just that I've never been with a." 

So much for no shyness or heavy pauses either. 

"A guy?" 

"Yeah." It comes out as a sigh of relief, followed by a coy smile as his hand leaves my chest and reappears in 
the small of my back. "But I've always wanted to." His other hand joins the first, and they slide down into the 
waistband of my sweats. "| want to be with you." 

"You..for real? You want me to be your first?" 


Lars squeezes my ass, and my dick jumps straight up as if the fucking thing were spring-loaded. 


"Wouldn't have said it otherwise." His tone is playful but insistent, eyes hooded and dark with lust. "Do you 


want to be with me?" 
Oh God, yes. More than anything in the world right now. 
"Is that a rhetorical question?" 


No reply. Just an explosion of fireworks behind my eyelids and a rush of endorphins through my veins as our 


mouths fuse a moment later and his tongue glides hungrily over mine. 


Normally I'd be wondering how someone so inexperienced knows exactly what to do. Imagination and porn- 
watching never prepared me for the real thing. | fantasized about Cliff for months before we hooked up, and | 
was still hopelessly clueless and clumsy the first time. And normally I'd be wary about the claim. | should be 
wary about everything Lars says, considering the circumstances. Not to mention that he's at least twenty 
years younger. Either my intuition was knocked askew by the concussion or it's working perfectly right now. 
Because that's exactly how this feels: perfect and right. More so than anything I've done or anyone I've been 
with since Cliff. | don't break the kiss until | feel Lars' towel fall to the floor between us, and only then because 


it gives me an idea. 
"Lie down," | whisper. "Right here. Edge of the bed." 
"Are you gonna.” 


"Not yet. It's even better with foreplay. Trust me." 


To be continued. 


Let Yourself Go 


His mouth was fucking delicious. Now | want to know how the rest of him tastes. | splay his knees apart and 
push them gently to his chest, then drop to mine so that I'm eye-level with that gorgeous ass. The groan | 
hear as | drag my flattened tongue over his pucker damn near finishes me right there. | grasp the base of my 
cock. Lars grasps the sheets in both fists. | wait until his hole begins throbbing eagerly before | push my 
tongue inside. This time his groan goes straight to the marrow of my bones and reverberates back up my own 
throat. | feel his balls contract against my nose. 

"James." he moans. 

lm right here, baby." 

"Oh fuck.that feels..." 

"Good?" 


| take it as a yes when he thrusts his ass against my invading tongue. When I'm sure he's relaxed and wet 


enough, | replace it with two of my fingers. Those huge green eyes snap open 

"How about now?" | give the underside of his shaft a teasing lick "Does that feel okay?" 

"Hurts a little." 

| withdraw one of the fingers. "Do you want me to stop?" 

"No. like it, actually. Put it back in" 

"You sure? | can get the lube." 

Lars shakes his head, and just like that | feel him relax around my remaining finger. | spit on the second one 
nonetheless. Not the sexiest move, | know, but a reassuring one. The second finger slides in a lot easier this 
time. 

"James." 

"Hell yeah. Keep sayin’ it" 

He does. Even louder and more desperately as | lean back down to wrap my lips around his cock. Just the head 
at first. | push the tip of my tongue into the slit, then trace it along a vein before enveloping the rest of his 


shaft in my mouth. He's small, but that's actually ideal. | haven't sucked dick in years. Last thing | want to do 
is ruin it by gagging. 


"James!" 

| fucking love the way Lars gasps out my name. The way he bucks into my mouth and clenches around my 
fingers. | may have spoken too soon about him being small, because his cock seems to be lengthening with 
every suck | draw back a little so | can see his face. Slide my fingers halfway out and push them gently back 
in, watching his expression for signs of pain. | see nothing but a rapturous hunger in his eyes, so | do it again 
This time | curl my fingertips against his prostate. Lars arches his back clear off the bed with an inhuman 
groan, and | barely pull away in time to avoid choking on his cock. 

"You like that?" | tease. 

"Oh yeah..fuck yeah, that's fucking." 

| want you to come for me, baby. Can you do that?" 

"Yeah, but.oh fuck.! don't think | should." 

"IFs okay," | assure him. "I wanna taste you. Want you to come straight down my throat.” 


"Not yet." 


My heart catches at the insistence of his tone, and my stomach drops as he lowers his legs to the floor on 
either side of me. Shit. | fucked up. I'm being too eager. Too demanding. It was too much too soon and now I've 


scared him. Ruined his first time. 

"Lars--" 

Whatever | was about to say is forgotten, along with the panic, as he crashes his lips against mine. Not even a 
groan can escape in its place because he's damn near choking me with his tongue now. Tangling it around mine 
in a way that's downright serpentine and indescribably hot. A thick rope of saliva trails between our mouths 
when Lars finally draws back for air. | instinctively try to drink it back in, as if it were a lasso that would pull 
his lips right back to mine. Instead it slaps my chin and dribbles down onto the head of my own cock--which is 
completely out of my sweats now and jutting from Lars' fist. 

"| dont wanna come yet," he says breathlessly. "| want you inside me. | want us to come together.” 

Betcha I've never grinned so hard in my life. 


"Your wish is my command." 


"Where're you going?" 


"To get the lube." And, when | notice him pouting (that adorable little fucker), | add, "trust me. We'll need it" 
"How do you want me?" 

| rummage through my overnight bag until my fingers close around a familiar bottle. "Any way | can get you." 
‘No, | mean what position? On the bed or off? Face up or face down? Ass in the air, or my legs wrapped 
around the back of my head?" He giggles, and | can hear the mattress squeak as he presumably demonstrates 
each of them. | don't dare turn around yet because Id probably cream myself at the sight. ‘Im very flexible, 
yknow" 

"| have no doubt! 

Another squeak and a soft thump. Lars must've jumped off the bed. Meanwhile, lm still rummaging, 

"What's taking so long?" 

"Can't find the fucking condoms. Think | left ‘em in the truck" 

He catches my arm as tm reaching for my keys 

"We don't need those" 

"Yeah, we do’ 

"Why?" he teases. "Not like you can get me pregnant" 

"We still have to be careful. | mean, we barely know each other: 

es 


| reach for the knob, but Lars blocks it with his body this time. Which is dewy with sweat and practically 


begging me to run my tongue over every inch. 

"So, you're awfully trusting of someone you just met." 

"Likewise." 

"You're not the least bit worried?" 

"Worried about what?" he counters. "There's nothing we can catch from each other. Besides, you really wanna 


walk across that parking lot with a massive boner? What if someone steps out for a smoke? What if the 


manager catches you?" 


Good points, all of them. And he's right--I've managed to pitch an industrial sized tent here in my sweats. All 
thanks to him and that luscious little ass. 


"You absolutely sure about this?" 

"Never been so sure about anything. Ever." 

Damn. How the fuck did | luck out like this? 

"Then get on your knees and spread ‘em." 

So | can eat him out again. Get those muscles as relaxed as possible before | give him my cock. Inexperienced 
guys tend to overestimate how much they can handle, and | want Lars to enjoy his first time as much as 
possible. That, and | plan to bury my cock to the hilt if he can take it. His eyes light up at the command. | 
expect him to make a beeline for the bed, but he saunters over instead, hips swaying like a cat. | want to jump 
the fuck out of him. Pin him to the mattress. Make him scream for mercy. Instead | drop my sweats and give 
myself a few languid strokes. Take my time crossing the room. Make it clear that, despite my predatory tone 
just now, his boundaries and desires are my first priority. 

That hitch of breath as | bury my face between his cheeks is just the affirmation I'm looking for. 

"Please." he whines. "Let me have it." 

So | do. Right across his quivering buttock with the palm of my hand. 

"Be patient and you'll get it." 


"C'mon, James. Please!" 


Lars said the magic word that time. My name. | hook my arm under his knee and flip him onto his back in one 


swift motion. 

"That what you wanted?" 

"Almost" 

He's doing all the shit that drives me crazy. Wiggling impatiently. Smirking. Biting his lip. Being a little smartass. | 
catch his wrists and pin them above his head. Watch for the flash of fear in his eyes that would tell me to 
ease off. When he brings his knees to his chest instead, | know I'm good to go. | pop the cap on the lube and 


settle back onto my haunches. 


"Remember, I'm the experienced one here. We're doing this at my pace for your own benefit. At least to 


start" | slick myself up, using way more than | know we really need. "Anything hurts, | want you to tell me 
right away. Anything feels weird or wrong or if you just want to stop, same deal. Got it?" 


"Got it" 

"Toss me that pillow." 

| fold it in half and push it under Lars’ ass. 
"Ready?" 

He nods, breath coming in quick little pants now. 
"Relax, baby. It's just my fingers at first." 

"But | want your cock!" 

Another slap. This one across the hip. His hungry little groan goes straight to my balls. 
"What did | just say?" 

"Your pace." 

“That's right" 


| slide my fingers inside much slower than before--both to illustrate my point and to tease him right back. 
Instead of whining or squirming against my hand like | expect, Lars relaxes his body completely this time. And | 
mean completely. His chest rises and falls in perfect rhythm to my thrusts, and his lips part for the 
occasional sigh, but that's it. Not even his hands have moved from where | held them against the mattress. | 
can't tell whether he's submitting because he wants me to get down to business or because he really is that 
blissed out right now. He's watching me with a look of pure reverence that makes my heart swell and ache at 


the same time. 


But why? Why do | suddenly feel so bittersweet? Then it hits me: this is exactly how | must have looked to 
Cliff the night | gave him my virginity. Sprawled in a tangle of cheap motel sheets, wet hair fanned around my 
head, cock leaking onto my then-slender stomach as his fingers gently worked me open. | throw a glance at the 
chair where my battle vest is hanging and realize I've taken on his mantle in more ways than one. Worthy or 


not, here | am. Determined to make Lars feel as amazing as | did thirty years ago. 


"Touch yourself," | whisper. 


"Like this?" 


"Oh, fuck yeah. Just like that. You are so fucking hot." 

"James?" 

"Yeah, baby?" 

He lowers his knees, pushing my fingers out naturally, and slides his legs around me. 

"Please. I'm ready." 

God help me. This is really happening, isn't it? 

There's no strangled grunt as | enter him. No grimace at the sudden sensation of fullness or reflexive 
attempts to push me back out. No whispered apologies or frantic grabs for the bottle of lube or awkward 
rearranging of limbs before we're finally comfortable enough to start moving again. It's actually nothing like my 
first time. Lars takes me right in like our bodies were made for this. Like I'm the missing piece he didn't know 
he was waiting for. Or maybe l'm just speaking for myself. All | know for sure when | drop forward into his 
waiting arms and feel them tighten around me is that I'm home. I've found my place in the universe. At least 
for tonight. At least for right now. 

We spend those first fevered minutes locked in an embrace, gasping into each other's mouths as the friction 
between our thrusting bodies builds to near-combustible levels. | can't remember the last time it felt so 


intense. Can't remember much of anything right now. My thoughts have scattered to the wind. 


All except for the realization that we'll have to slow down or change positions if | want to last more than 


another minute or so. 


| want Lars to come first. | want to see the look in his eyes when he loses control and feel his hot seed splash 


over my chest before | let myself go. | want my hand wrapped around his cock when it happens. 
"James..." 


| force my hips to a stop. Brush the hair from his eyes so | can look into them properly. They're so unearthly 
beautiful that | start to wonder if I'm dreaming again. 


"What is it, baby? Tell me what you want." 
"Can | ride you?" 
"Fuck yeah." 


Before | can even consider the logistics of how to roll us over without pulling out, I'm already on my back and 
the mattress is bouncing from the impact. Lars must have flipped me. Literally, like a goddamn table, even 


though I've got at least fifty pounds on him. 

What in the actual hell? 

Then he straddles me and takes my cock even deeper than before, and | stop giving any semblance of a fuck 
about logistics or strength or anything else in the world. lm right where Lars was a moment ago. Right where 
| want to be. The air around us wavers and pulses with the television's blue static glow. Its serene and 
electrified all at once, just like the look on his face. 

"Lars." 

"Close your eyes." 

"| wanna watch you come." 

But I've already done what he said. Like I'm hypnotized. Or under some blissed out magic spell. Lars takes my 
hand and puts it on his shaft, then wraps his fingers around mine. | let my head loll back into the sheets. Arch 
my spine as he pistons himself up and down my cock. Slowly at first, taking care like | did with him, then faster 
and faster. Oh God. I'm really fucking close now. Don't know how much longer | can-- 

"Is okay," he whispers. "Just let it happen Let yourself go." 

"Only if you come with me." 

His fingers brush over my lips in what | know is an affirmation. It's all instinct between us now. All intuition 
Our strokes speed up in perfect rhythm with our thrusts. Lars is as close as | am. | can feel his cock straining 
in my fist, growing thicker and harder by the second. His other hand leaves my face as he arches backward. | 
know without looking that he's angling himself so that my final strokes will hit his prostate. | can see it 
perfectly in my mind. If only he'd let me-- 

Keep your eyes closed 

| can't tell if he said out loud or if | imagined it. | can hear him both inside and outside my head. His voice is an 
echo coming from every direction at once. Except that there is no direction any more. No boundaries. No 
distinctions. | don't know where my body stops and his begins. 

"Lars..oh fuck, lm gonna." 

| don't want it to end. 


" fuck, | can't." 


Don't want to go back to where | was before. 


"Come with me, James." 

His voice. What the hell happened to his voice? It sounds so-- 

"Lars!" 

--alien. 

And then the thought explodes into a million glowing stars, along with all that came before it and everything 
else except the thunderous wave of pure sensation rolling through my body. | flail my hand and catch only 

open air. The bed seems to have fallen away. I'm hurtling through space now. But it doesn't matter. Nothing 
matters as long as Lars is still with me. 

| have to make sure Lars is still with me. 

James, no! 

I's too late. My eyes have fluttered open again 

Oh God. 


Oh fucking God.. 


The scream swells inside me, threatening to burst my ribs, but never makes it past my throat. I'm frozen 


again. Just like | was in the parking lot when Lars put his hand on my chest. 

Except that Lars is gone. 

In his place (still straddling me..oh fuck, am / still coming into it?) is something gray-skinned and impossibly tall. | 
can see the goddamned television through its translucent body, the onscreen static twice as bright now and 
roiling in a silent frenzy. Its spindly fingers are wrapped around my fist, which is wrapped around a cock three 
times longer than mine and splattered with some kind of glowing liquid. | can't see its face, thank God, because | 


can't move my head to look up. 


Then it leans down over me. | can't close my eyes because the lids are frozen too. This thing? It has no eyelids. 


No nose or ears or mouth either, as far as | can see. Just two massive eyes in an equally massive head. 
James? 
Two massive green eyes. 


dames, Im sorry. 


Oh God. | was wrong. 

| thought | could keep it inside. 

| was wrong about everything. 

| tried, but you felt so good and | got so excited that | couldn't stop myself. 
Wrong about it being a nightmare back there in the parking lot. 

| was afraid this might happen Thats why | told you to close your eyes 
Wrong about Lars being gone. 

Please, James. Don't be scared. | can explain everything. 


He's right here. 


To be continued. 


The A-Word 


Author's Notes: 

Also originally a longer chapter that | opted to split into two smaller parts. Hopefully it doesn't feel like it cuts 
off too abruptly (but at least the next chapter is already up!). | would warn for violence, but it's nothing more 
graphic or disturbing than the opening chapter. Just a heads up, | guess. 


The transformation would literally happen in the blink of an eye if | could still blink. One second there's a 
monster looming over me, and the next there's a man. The darkness spares me all but the change in silhouette. 


The static on the television screen behind him has already settled from a lightning storm into a gentle blue 
fuzz. 

Ignorance is bliss. And if only I'd kept my goddamned eyes shut like | was told, | could still be shivering from 
the aftershocks of that unbelievable orgasm instead of paralyzed with fear. | could lie there imagining what 
kind of wild Danish porn Lars learned those techniques from instead of wondering if that's how they breed on 
whatever fucking planet-- 

Humans havent given it a name yet. Just a number. The discovery is still completely classified 

--Lars came from. 

We couldn't interbreed even if we wanted to. Hybrids like me have to be genetically engineered 

What the fuck? What the everloving fuck? 

"Then what the hell did we just do?" 

| don't say it out loud, because | can't. But | still hear my own voice clear as day. Like it's coming in through a 
pair of headphones, only deeper in my brain. The same way l'm hearing Lars speak right now. The same way 
we've apparently been listening to each other's thoughts since we first met. 

Telepathically. 

"Right. But what the hell did we just do?" 

We made love. 

Lars gently climbs off and sits beside me, palm of his hand still pressed flat against my chest. | thought it was 


nerves the first time it happened back there outside my truck. Shock. Now | realize its some kind of force 
field or mind control. Some kind of..special power. | can't bring myself to say the A-word. Not even to myself. 


Some part of me is still hoping this is all a nightmare. 

‘Let me go. Enough with this freezing thing." 

Ím sorry, James. | cant do that yet: 

"Why the fuck not?" 

Because youre still in a state of panic whether you realize it or not. If | let you go now, you'll start screaming 
your head off and run outside and drive away and wreck your truck and kill yourself. | need to make sure youre 


completely calm before | let you move again 


| can't argue, because | realize as soon as Lars says it that | was thinking the same thing. Watching it play out 


in the back of my mind, word-for-word. 
"HI calm down if you start talking out loud again" 
"Is this better?" he replies. 


I's a lot more normal, at any rate. A lot more familiar. I'll never again take for granted the comfort of 


watching people's mouths move when they talk, regardless of whatever bullshit comes out. 
‘And if you promise to stay human this time, | promise | won't freak out and run" 


Lars gives me a regretful look, then nods. "I honestly didn't think that would happen until it was too late. No 
promises, but I'll do my absolute best.” 


‘Okay, that's fine. Just unfreeze me now." 


He reaches up with the other hand and caresses my hair instead. | wait for the kneejerk revulsion to return 
The innate sense of violation. The impatience and rage | would otherwise feel if someone had me restrained and 
was Touching me against my will. But | feel none of that, and | realize as | strain to lean into his touch that | 
actually want it. I'm grateful for it. I'm literally begging for it from my higher consciousness, which | can hear 
echoing in the background of my mind: Please. Help me understand what's happening so that | can accept it. | know 
that nothings really changed between us. | just need to feel comfortable again before | can look past what | just 


Saw. 


Whatever Lars is doing up there with his fingers has already gone a long way toward that end. His touch is so 
patient. So apologetic. So loving. 


"You're wondering which one's the real me." 


Guess | am. At the same time I'm wishing he'd reach down and do that magical finger thing to my cock 


"They both are," he explains. "We hybrids are like chameleons that way. What l'm wondering is whether you 


always have a dirty mind when you're stressed out, or just with me." 

‘Dunno. Youre the first alen Ive ever met." 

There. | said it. And it feels weirdly fucking liberating. 

Lars chuckles. "That you know of, anyway.” 

Just as he's almost managed to caress me into a trance, he lets go. Reclines onto the pillow beside me. | find 
myself stifling a disappointed groan instead of the urge to bolt from the room. | could lie there like a cat and 
let him work those magic fingers all night. 

"Man.what was that thing you just did?" 


"IFs kinda hard to explain. Like pretty much everything I'm about to." 


| reach over and twine our fingers together. Lazily blink my eyes. Luxuriate in the low hum of my voice and 


the sweet warmth coursing through my veins. 
"| feel like l'm drunk, but..not." 


"That's because it's mostly neurochemical. When our kind finds a mate and forms a bond, we release 
pheromones. Those pheromones produce a reaction in the brain that blocks all but the deepest and most 
sincere feelings toward each other. That fear you felt was only on the surface. It was only a reflex. The result 
of a lifetime of conditioning. What you're feeling right now? That's real. Its like all the good parts of being 


drunk without the deception. Your brain isn't impaired--it's been woken up." 


Any other time, | would wave that off as pillow talk. Weird cerebral stoner pillow talk. But | know Lars is being 
completely honest. | can feel it in parts of me that | didn't even know existed. Parts that have just been woken 


up. 
"So, are you like a scientist on your home planet? Or a psychiatrist?" 

He giggles and squeezes my hand. "Nah. Nothing like that." 

"Some kind of hippie new age guru?" 

"There's nothing new age about this where | come from. It's just how we are." 


"Wow. Sounds a lot better than this place." I'm joking, of course, but I'm also not. "Earth sucks. People are 


assholes." 


"Some of ‘em, yeah, but most of you guys are actually okay. Deep down anyway. It's hard to get to know each 


other when you don't really know yourselves.” 

| roll onto my side. Prop myself up on my elbow and run my fingers through Lars’ hair this time. My un- 
magic human fingers that he seems to appreciate nonetheless, if the momentary shimmer in his eyes is any 
indication. 

"Are you here on a humanitarian mission?" 

"Pun intended?" 


“Guess so," | chuckle. "Teach us stupid Earthlings to see the best in ourselves." 


"Actually, yeah. Pretty much. At least that's why we initially made contact. Needless to say, it hasn't worked 


out too well so far." 
"Can't imagine why." 


"That's why we've been focusing our efforts on finding ways to integrate ourselves. Humans are a lot more 


receptive to new ideas when they can see past superficial differences.” 
Good luck with that, | say to myself. Lars smiles. He must've heard it loud and clear. 


"Someday we'll get there," he assures me. "You might not believe it, but I've got a backstage pass. I've seen it 


for myself. We've already made great strides in the last sixty-five years." 
Sixty-five years. 1941. 

Holy shit. 

"You mean, Roswell was real?" 

Lars winks and puts a finger to his lips. 


"So how many of you are there?" | go on. | have a million fucking questions, and every one | ask seems to lead 


me further and further from the ones | should start with. 
"You mean our original kind, or hybrids like me?" 
"Either. Both." 


"More than you'd think and not as many as you fear." 


| want to tell Lars the truth--lm not afraid of him, but yeah. It does freak me out that aliens are apparently 


sneaking around doing the nasty with unsuspecting humans. 

He rolls his eyes. "Dude. This isn't South Park. We don't go around doing kinky shit to humans in the name of 
science. We don't even harvest genetic material without their informed consent. Both of my human parents, if 
you wanna call ‘em that, were willing donors. They're members of an international program. Or intergalactic, | 
should say." 


"Is that why you have a Danish driver's license?" 


"That's mostly for show, but yeah. My human form is exactly what their son would've looked like. Lars is their 


nickname for me." 
"What's your real name?" 


"Uh..well.| could tell you, but | would have to change forms again. There's no way to pronounce it with a human 


tongue." 


"Don't worry about it" | think I've had my fill of shape-shifting for one night. Might take me some time to 


warm up to the idea. "You'll always be Lars to me anyway." 

"Are you pissed that | didn't tell you sooner?" 

Probably not as much as | should be. 

| mean, | get why you didn't..." 

He sits up and gives me an apologetic sigh. "Look, James, | wasn't holding back just so | could get you into bed." 
"I know. It's not like there's an easy way to tell someone you're from outer space." 

| was going to. Don't know when, but | was going to. Probably when we got a lot further away from you- 
know-where. | didn't even plan on us hooking up like this. | mean, | definitely wanted to, but | thought we'd both 
be too tired by the time we got here. | really was just gonna eat some pretzels and listen to Ozzy and go to 
sleep." 

| try to imagine what it wouldve been like if Lars had told me right away. Or if he hadn't even bothered with 
his human form in the first place. He could have done the freezing thing to keep me from running away while 
he explained that he wasn't there to abduct or dissect me and that he just needed a lift to California. Hell, | 


was so grateful to be alive that | wouldn't have cared if he was Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny or a 


leprechaun or a werewolf. Lars saved my life. Who am | to be picky? 


That's when it really sinks in 

Lars saved my life. That means.. 

"It wasn't a nightmare, what happened back there at the bar. Was it?" 
He gives me a somber look and shakes his head 

"You were dead, James." 


Not even the extra-strength alien pheromones can hold back the shock of that realization My heart drops and 
my guts clench. 


"Oh fuck." 

"I'm sorry. | wasn't sure if you could deal with the truth of that either just yet." 

Maybe after | throw up the sandwich and iced tea that | apparently really did order back there at the bar. 
That | ate like a chump while my would-be hookup sat there plotting to lure me outside. | barely make it to 
the toilet on time. The memories come hurling right back out along with the contents of my stomach. The 
chase. The beating. The threat. The way it felt when the knife went into my chest. The way that motherfucker 
taunted me after he pulled the vest from my body. My dying body. 


The heaving doesn't subside until | feel Lars' gentle hand on my shoulder. 


"| was.." | blot my mouth with a wad of toilet paper. Flush the whole mess away and slump back against the 
wall. "You mean dead, like..really dead?" 


"You'd already bled out. You had no pulse.” 

Fuck. 

Now | know what Lars meant when | asked him if | was dead the first time and he said not any more, at least 
Just..FUCK 

"How the hell did you bring me back?" 

He holds up his hands. "Got my own built-in defibrillator right here.” 

Jesus Christ. Literally. 


"Yeah, but how?" 


"Electricity. Same as any defibrillator. After | closed your wounds and replenished your blood supply, of course." 
"That's impossible." 

"With your current technology, yeah. But not with ours.” 

"So you laid your hands on me like one of those old-time faith healers and it actually worked?" 

"Not faith. Science. Want me to show you?" 

| hesitate for a moment (wondering how many times my mind can be blown in one night before it short- 
circuits) before | take Lars' hand and let him pull me to my feet. Stare in disbelief at my arm as he leads me 
into the other room. The knife slash? Gone. The shattered bones? Intact. The broken skin? Mended seamlessly. 
Not even a hint of a scar anywhere on my body. Lars sits me on the edge of the mattress. Turns my hand 
palm-up. 

"Before you ask, | made that wound on your head earlier.” 


"| figured." 


"You were so desperate to believe that was all they did, | gave you what you were looking for. I'm sorry for 


bullshitting you. | just wanted you to feel better." 


"Don't worry about it" My curiosity is growing by the second. | want to see this magic for myself. "Show me 
what you got." 


"You sure? Its gonna hurt" 

"Nothin compared to being murdered" 

Lars holds up his pointer finger. | feel my eyes widen as it elongates into a translucent gray claw about ten 
inches long. It tapers into a point, clear and sharp as a diamond, which he draws across the width of my palm. 
Blood pools in the center. It stings like a motherfucker. Just as | start to panic and get dizzy, that same 
pointed fingertip suddenly glows a brilliant white. Lars skims the very tip along the wound and the pain vanishes 
immediately. 


"Now go wash it off," he says. 


| stagger over to the sink. Watch the blood swirl down the drain and blink stupidly at my uncut skin. Good God. 


| can't believe what I'm seeing right now. If | were Catholic, | would cross myself. | almost do anyway. 


"Holy fuck. It's just like ET" 


Lars chuckles. "Yeah, Spielberg kinda stole that idea" 
He's probably not even joking. Either way, | can't laugh, because | just realized I've seen that claw before. 


"The monster | told you about. The one that came at those guys right before | blacked out. That was you, 


wasn't it?" 

He lets the claw retract into a normal finger before he nods. "| was hanging out by the picnic tables. Waiting 
for you to come back to your truck so | could ask for a lift. | backed off when | saw you with that other guy. 
Figured you were about to, y'know, get busy. | didn't wanna bother you. Started walking down the street in case 
anyone else drove by that | could thumb a ride from. Then | heard yelling. By the time | got back..yeah. | was 
too late to stop it" 


"You're the one those junkies were freaking out about. The big giant shadow." 


"Took care of them first. Then the fucker who stabbed you. Had to get ‘em out of the way before | could 
bring you back." 


Three piles of ash. Most likely a fourth somewhere inside the bar. All that remains of the men who tried to 
end my life. 


"Show me." 

"James, man.| dunno. Homicide's not really my thing. Aside from assholes who deserve it." 

"| don't mean kill someone else." 

"What, then?" He glances around. "Want me to incinerate that bag of pretzels?" 

"| was thinking that cockroach | saw behind the toilet. If it's still there." 

We wander back into the bathroom and, yep, it is. Lars scoops it up. Cups the other hand over it. Once again, 
his fingers change color and elongate. A brilliant light shoots out from between them. There's no smoke. No 
flame. No heat that | can feel from my vantage point just inches away. Only the faintest burned toast odor. 
When Lars opens his hands, there's nothing left but a cigarette-flick of ash. 


"Not as impressive as nuking a human, but there you go." 


Hang on. "You don't literally mean." 


"What?" 


| take a few steps back. Like that would protect me. 

"Are you radioactive? Am | gonna die of fuckin’ cancer or something now?" 
Lars gives me a deadly-serious look, then bursts out laughing. 

"No way, dude. It was a figure of speech!" 

"lim not joking." 

"Me either. There's no radiation involved in anything | just did" 


| look down at his bare stomach. At my bare stomach. Frantically brush off the flecks of dried jizz that aren't 


glowing now but definitely were when Lars first spurted all over me. 
"You sure?" 


"No. | traveled millions of light-years but have no clue how my own anatomy works.” He elbows me playfully. 


"Don't believe me, go buy a Geiger counter. | swear you won't hear a single tick" 


| hope to fuck he's right. Then feel like the world's biggest asshole for worrying about the potential side 
effects of being miraculously resurrected. 


"So its completely safe?" 

Yeah. I'm sure Lazarus asked Christ the same thing. | need to just shut up now. 

"Promise" Lars gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze, and | can't help but notice how relaxed it feels for 
the first time in.well, decades. There's no stiffness. No soreness. Never mind that | tore both rotator cuffs 
multiple times while | was on the road crew. It's like those injuries never happened. "In fact, you'll probably 
wake up every day feeling better and better. At least for a while.” 

"Then what?" 


"Nothing. | just meant that it's not a complete cure-all. You're not gonna live forever or start aging backward 


or anything like that." 
| guess that answers my next question | ask anyway. 
"How long can someone be dead before it's impossible to bring them back?" 


"No more than a few hours," Lars replies. "Half a day at most." 


Damn. If only we'd met twenty-six years ago. 

"Sorry, man’ 

"For what?" 

He points to the vest. "Id bring your boyfriend back if | could. But I'm an alien, not a wizard. Or Jesus” 


"IFs okay. Cliff wouldn't have wanted that anyway. To live is to die, he always used to say. He was a lot more 
accepting of his own mortality than | ever was." 


"There are limits to my abilities for a reason. l'm sure you can understand why." 
| do. If only because | know what Cliff would think. 
"Can you at least tell me how it works?" 


Lars gives an exaggerated eye-roll and flops backward into the sheets. "You'd need a PhD in at least six 
advanced scientific fields to even begin to grasp that concept. No offense." 


"C'mon," | tease. "Im sure you can dumb it down" 


"You're lucky | can read your mind," he teases right back "Otherwise | might think you seduced me just to 
obtain classified information" 


"Nobody would believe any of this if | told ‘em." 
"You'd be surprised." 


"Except my friend Dave, but he's fucked in the head" 


To be continued. 


Too Close to Roswell 


Author's Notes: 

If you're wondering why a certain alien-obsessed FF hasn't made an appearance yet, we still have one more 
chapter to go. ;) And if you're at all curious about the title of this story, it's a reference to both "For Whom 
the Bell Tolls" by Metallica (Take a look to the sky just before you die / Its the last time you willl.) and "Learn to 
Fly" by the Foo Fighters (/m lookin’ to the sky fo save me... 


Lars goes on to explain that everything--the ability to destroy, to resurrect, to communicate telepathically, to 
transcend the very space-time continuum in order to travel immeasurable distances in no time flat--comes 
down to his kind's ability to manipulate energy on a subatomic level in ways that humankind still insists are 
physically impossible. Earth is barely out of the Dark Ages compared to his planet. What they can do would 
take us another five thousand years, at least, without their help. 


He won't elaborate on what that help would entail. Not because l'm a trucker with a high school education who 
never paid attention in science class and am therefore too stupid to appreciate the finer points, and not 
because he doesn't trust me to keep the information confidential, but because those who have the power and 
influence to put this plan into motion still haven't decided if Earth even deserves their help. Lars doesn't want 
to get my hopes up. | don't ask why they're unsure if humankind is worthy. | already know. | need only look at 
what almost happened to me tonight. | need only look at the thousands of people who fall prey to hatred and 
violence every day because they weren't lucky enough to be rescued by hitchhiking aliens. 


Its too troubling even to think about, so | don't. | turn my focus instead back to my new friend. Or my new 
lover, | should say, because we've climbed back under the covers and he explains all this while he's snuggled in 
my arms. | ask what his "job" is and he tells me he's basically a cultural researcher. An embedded journalist 
who reports back on societal trends and artistic influences. Like an intergalactic version of Cameron Crowe, 
back when he wrote for Rolling Stone. What he really wants to be is a heavy metal drummer. Lars assures me 
it's just a crazy coincidence that he managed to fall in with a former roadie (and would-be guitarist), but I'm 


not so sure. I'm really starting to believe in fate. 
"So what's your next assignment?" 


"That's the thing." He trails off, a playfully guilty look in his eyes. "I'm not really on assignment right now. l'm 
actually supposed to be on my way home, but.| kinda went AWOL" 


"Wait. You what?" 


"Don't worry. They have no idea I'm missing yet. By the time they realize I'm not on the transport vessel, lll 


be somewhere in Hollywood and you'll be back on your usual route." 


Lars says it like its no big deal. Like a kid who's ditching class but already has a forged note from his parents 
to give to the teacher. But he hasn't mentioned anything about an alibi, and | get the distinct impression that 
the consequences will be much more severe than an afternoon of detention once his superiors find out. 

"Not that much worse," he corrects me. “They'll drag me back to the base and give me a lecture. Keep me 
grounded for a few days. No pun intended. Make sure | stay in close communication when they let me back out, 
maybe stick a couple guys on my tail for a while to make sure | behave myself.” 

Now his youth is really showing. So is my age. | raise my eyebrow and give him a stern look 

"What do you mean, a couple guys? Who are ‘they,’ exactly?" 

"My handlers back in Roswell." 

Shit. 

"Lars, are you--that's less than a hundred miles from where we are right now!" 

"Yeah, dude, | know. I'm pretty good at geography.” 


"So you didn't think to tell me sooner that you're on the run from the fucking Men in Black?" 


He rolls his eyes with a huff. "Will you quit being so dramatic? It's not my first vacation | know what the 


repercussions will be if | get caught, and it's seriously no big deal." 

"Okay, but what about me? What happens if / get caught?" 

Instant cremation. If I'm lucky. 

"Nothing as bad as you'd think," he insists. "Especially if you play dumb. But even if you don't, you have 
plausible deniability on your side. Like you said--you could repeat everything | said, word-for-word, and nobody 
will believe you. These guys know that. You could even go on one of those stupid TV shows and they wouldn't 
care. Truth is stranger than fiction The ones who tell it get laughed at. As long as there's no physical evidence 
of our existence, it'll stay that way." 

| have kids, you know. Its not just my own ass I'm trying to protect" 

| regret it as soon as | say it. My tone, my choice of words, and especially the insinuation that Lars is being 
deliberately reckless with my safety. He wouldn't have saved my life if that were the case. He would never 


knowingly endanger someone he loves any more than | would. 


Someone he loves. Who loves him back. 


It really is fucking crazy what can happen in the span of an evening. How much our lives can change. To say 


nothing of our understanding of the universe. 
Or maybe that's just when we stray too close to Roswell. 


‘James, you'll be fine. Your kids will be fine. You'll see them next week, just like you planned. Life will go on as 


usual.” 

"What about you?" | swallow against the sudden lump in my throat. | can't wait to see my kids again. But I'm 
not so sure | want the rest of my life to go on as usual. Not since | nearly lost it. Not since | was forced to 
reexamine it. Not since | learned just how wondrous and full of possibilities the universe really is. Not since | 
met Lars. "Where will you go when we part ways?" 


He shrugs, that dreamy look back in his eyes. 


"Dunno yet. Probably stick around Hollywood until | get bored and decide to come back. Or Mustaine catches up 


with me." 

"Who the hell's Mustaine?" 

"My primary handler." 

"Is he some kind of government agent?" 


Lars snorts. "Hell no. Mustaine's one of us. You'd know right away if you saw him--he's even worse at covering 
it up than | am." 


"Sounds like you don't like him very much." 


"He has no sense of humor and he's kind of an asshole when he's in a bad mood, but other than that? 


Mustaine's an okay dude. | give him way more crap than he deserves." 
"What about your other handlers?" | ask. "Are they all like you?" 

"Only Mustaine. The rest are human." 

"Military?" 

"For the most part" 


| can tell by the vague reply, and the yawn that follows, that I'm better off saving the rest of my questions 


for the drive--or not asking at all. | sense that I'm veering into classified territory now. 


"What happens if you play Ferris Bueller one too many times?" 

Last question before | insist we get some shut-eye. 

"Why do you ask?" 

"You know why! 

"Yeah, but | wanna hear you say it" He gives my goatee a playful tug. "Out loud" 


"Because I'm afraid they'll send you home for good or..even worse. And either way, that would fucking suck, 


because | would never see you again." 

Lars wipes the tear that threatens to slide down my temple. 
"Really? You wanna see me again?" 

"What do you think, you little shit?" 


| feel an overwhelming joy swell through him--through us--like a surge of electricity. Even the TV brightens 
momentarily in affirmation as we kiss. Then Lars sidles on top of me again, and | know itll be at least another 


hour before we actually get to sleep. 


"Think I'd better behave myself, then. Stay on Mustaine's good side. Make sure he doesn't revoke my Earthly 


privileges any time soon" 


| dream of us together on the beach. Big Sur, by the looks of it, but magically devoid of people and even more 
breathtaking and majestic than usual. l'm sunning myself on a towel. Lars is playing chicken with the tide. He 
dashes forward as it pulls back, then turns around and runs toward me whenever the waves begin to crest. 
He beats most of them back to the sand. But then he trips. | watch in horror as the undertow pulls him 
beneath a crashing wave. Just as | scramble to my feet, prepared to dive in after him, Lars rises again from 
the water. Twelve feet tall this time. Translucent gray. He waves those spindly fingers in playful reassurance, 
and | know he would be grinning if he had a mouth. | can hear his laughter in my mind. He's changed back into a 
human by the time | catch up. | scoop him effortlessly into my arms. His shorts have been washed out to sea, 
but that doesn't matter. They wouldn't have stayed on much longer anyway. | lay him out on the towel and 
cover my body with his. Close my eyes as his legs wrap effortlessly around me. Feel the waves pound the 
shore in perfect rhythm with our bodies. 


Then | open my eyes to look at him, and the beach is gone. Lars is gone. l'm gone. The sun is gone, replaced by 
a coldly brilliant moon. The sand is still there, but its a different consistency now. Harder. Rockier. 


Intermittently strewn with boulders and cacti. Mountains on the horizon, getting closer and closer. The rumbling 


| hear is no longer the ocean but the engines of a convoy rumbling through the desert. A military convoy. 
Lizards skitter away from the approaching tires. Their massive treads crush rocks into dust. They arrive at a 
paved road--a highway, eerily familiar--and as soon as rubber grabs concrete, they accelerate with a 
fearsome growl. 

They're coming. 

Something went wrong. Somehow, they found out. And now they're coming for-- 

"Lars!" 

| jolt from the pillow, heart pounding through my ribs, not even sure if m awake this time. The TV is off. The 
room is completely dark except for the faint glow of near-dawn from the bathroom window. | reach over and 
feel nothing but cold sheets. 

Oh God. No.. 

| scramble for the bedside lamp, knocking the shade askew before my fingers find the switch. 

"Don't," Lars whispers. "Leave it off" 

He's standing at the main window, peering out into the parking lot through a gap in the curtains. 

"What the hell's going on?" | whisper back. 

‘lm sorry, James. | don't know how it happened" 

No, please. Not this. 

Not yet. 


| swing my legs out of bed and snatch my sweats off the floor. "They're coming, aren't they?" 


Lars nods. | can see now that he's fully dressed, backpack slung over one shoulder. | don't have to ask to know 


that he had the same dream | just did. Except he must have woken up first. 

“All | can figure is that Mustaine's tracking me somehow. He threatened to implant me with a locator after | 
took off last time, but | thought he was bullshitting me. That, or he picked up on my energy signature back at 
the bar." 

"What're you talking about?" 


"| don't have time to explain." 


"That's okay. Just go on out to the truck and hide in the sleeper compartment. Soon as | find my keys, lll--" 


Lars stops me with a palm to my chest. Not a freezing palm. A warm, slightly trembling one. His eyes are 
huge with regret, and he reaches up with the other hand to wipe them. 


"We don't have time for that either." 


No. | won't accept that. | push past him and shove open the curtain. The parking lot is just as | last saw it. 
Sleeping cars that belong to sleeping guests. No vehicles that shouldn't already be there. 


"See? If we leave now, we still have a chance!" 

"James--" 

God damn it, NO. 

"Why the fuck didn't you wake me up sooner?" 

Because he wasn't going to at all. He was going to whisper an apology into my ear as | slept, and | would wake 


up with full knowledge of why he had to leave. He would already be gone by the time | did. | hear it word for 


word in his mind. | feel his heart breaking right along with mine. 
"I hate goodbyes, that's all." 


"Too fucking bad! When you care about someone, you say it anyway. You don't sneak off into the darkness like 


Fee 
Coward. 
But now l'm frozen again, with the cruelest possible parting word echoing in both our minds. 


‘Its not forever," he assures me. "We'll see each other again. | told you. | just need to get my ass on that 
transport vessel while there's still time." 


Take me with you, | plead silently. 


"I can't do that. It's physically impossible for a human being. Besides, you have your family to get back to. You 
have a job and a life. You can't just disappear and leave all that behind" 


But WHEN, Lars? When will | see you again? 


"Sooner than you think. A lot sooner, in fact" There's a playful gleam behind the sadness in his eyes now. | 


hope to hell that means he's telling the truth. "So don't worry." 

Easier said than done, asshole. 

He chuckles. "Seriously? Is that how you talk to your new boyfriend?" 

Í never said you were my-- 

"No, but you thought it" He taps his head. "Same thing, remember?" 

How will we find each other again? How will | know when youre back on Earth? 

"Trust me. When the time comes, you'll know." 

We're linked now. Physically and mentally. As long as we're both on the same planet, Lars will innately know 
exactly where | am. He just can't explain the mechanics because it would fly right over my head. And because 
we don't have time. 

At least that's what | hear in his mind before the approaching rumble of engines breaks my concentration 

| gotta go now, James." 

Be careful out there. Dont die on me before we have a chance to hit the Sunset Strip. 

"Not a chance," he whispers. 

And bring me back a souvenir. 

Lars doesn't respond to that one. At least not in words, audible or otherwise. He cups the back of my head and 
pulls me down for a kiss. | close my eyes just in time to avoid being blinded by the flash. White light, as pure 
and warm as the sunlight in my dream. Stars whirl in a miniature galaxy inside my head. | feel my feet leave 
the ground, then touch back down gently as a feather. 

When | open my eyes, the door is wide open and I'm completely alone. 

The convoy pulls up less than a minute later. They block the entrance to the parking lot. They find me 
wandering disheveled and barefoot toward my truck with my gaze fixed on the cloudless morning sky. They 
know exactly what l'm looking for, and they know as well as | do that | won't find it. They know there will be no 
point in searching my room or my rig. | know they'll do it anyway. There are procedures to be followed. 

And yes, | recognize Mustaine right away. Unnaturally pale, eyes hidden behind a pair of reflective aviators, 


with bright red curls spilling over the shoulders of his impeccable black suit. He steps out of an equally 


impeccable black SUV, which | also recognize right away. The same one | saw idling next to my truck when | 


went to the vending machine. 
He could've busted us right then He had to know Lars was there. | can't help but think he knew exactly what 


was going on and decided to come back in the morning. Allow his wayward charge a few more hours of 


freedom and discovery. There are some lessons in humanity that can only be learned hands-on, after all. 
"James Hetfield?" 

"Yeah. That's me." 

Mustaine pulls out a badge and identification that are clearly as bogus as he is. 

"National Security Agency. We need you to come with us." 

"Am | under arrest?" 


The corner of his mouth twitches into an unmistakable smirk. "That's entirely up to you and your willingness to 


cooperate with our investigation" 


At least | already know what (not) to say. 


To be continued. 


Hell of a Wingman (Epilogue) 


Author's Notes: 
What would a story about truck drivers and aliens be without a cameo from Hot Buns-era Dave Grohl? 


(Seriously, just take a moment to appreciate the majesty of this gif! How lucky are we to live in a universe 
where the Foo Fighters exist?) | hope you all enjoyed this twisted little tale of interplanetary love and 
extraterrestrial smut as much as | enjoyed writing it. Happy Ficmas to all, and to all a Grohl night! 


Santa Monica, California 
Six Weeks Later 


He gazes reverently at the rotating silver disk, mesmerized by the sunlight glinting off its mirrored surface as 
if he's never seen anything quite like it before. 


“All right, give it back You're getting barbecue sauce all over it" 


Dave gives the CD one more lazy spin before he slides it off the tip of his finger. Shakes his head as he 


watches me wipe away the greasy fingerprints. 
"C'mon, man. You know I've waited my whole life to get my hands on an authentic alien artifact." 


"You'll have to keep waiting," | retort. "That right there is an authentic Motörhead album from Planet Earth. 
Nothing more. Otherwise they would've confiscated it like everything else." 


Meaning the motel bed sheets, the towels, my bloody clothes, and nearly all the contents of my truck. Except 
for the CD player. | had forgotten that Lars left it in there until | went to pop in the new Volbeat album that 
my kids gave me for my birthday. | alternated between the two on my most recent route, depending on who | 


missed more at any given time. 


Now I'm on a much needed vacation for three weeks. Traveling up and down the California coast. Catching up 
with old friends. Kirk, Rob, and now Dave Grohl. Presently we're sitting at an outdoor barbecue joint on the 
beach. Stuffing our faces. People watching. Remembering what it was like to think we too were alone in the 


universe. 


Dave is the only one I've told about the events of that fateful July night. The only person | know would believe 
me, and the only one | can trust. Dave makes deliberately sure that nobody takes him too seriously in person 
He's a long-haul trucker like me. A deranged manic gay hillbilly who eats nothing but pulled pork with his 
fingers and refuses to remove his straw hat for anything, including his once-a-week communal shower. He's 


also a respected UFOlogist who publishes a popular conspiracy blog and hosts a speculative podcast under the 


pseudonym Johnny Park. | made him swear on his life that he wouldn't repeat a word of my story on either. 
He licks his fingertips with gleeful smacks before taking a slurp of iced tea. "How long did they detain you?" 
"Couple hours, that's all" 


"That's all?" he echoes incredulously. "| would've expected at least a week in solitary with bread and water. 
Sensory deprivation. Threats against your family. Hardcore intimidation tactics. Nothing like that?" 


| shake my head. "Sorry to disappoint. | sat down at a table and gave a statement. Signed some paperwork. 
Submitted a urine and blood sample. No bigger a hassle than my last fender-bender. | was only half a day 
behind on my route by the time they let me go." 


"Where'd they take you?" 


"Holloman Air Force Base. The motel was only about an hour away. Dropped me back there at my truck once 


they were satisfied that | wasn't a national security threat.” 
Dave cocks an eyebrow. "You sure, bro?" 


"No. Its all a cover story. They tortured me within an inch of my life and left me to wander naked through 
the desert. Is that what you're expecting to hear?" 


"Well, | mean, that would make a hell of a podcast..." 
"You read the official account, right?" 


It was in a few local papers. That's all. A disgruntled former airman--still unnamed by the press--was 
suspected of stealing classified documents and attempting to hitchhike to Mexico. He was spotted by patrons of 
a local bar (take a wild guess which) accepting a ride from an |8-wheeler. Military police supposedly scoured 
the highways in a hundred-mile radius looking for the vehicle in question. A single truck driver (take a wild 
guess who) was briefly taken into custody and released when it was determined that he had no involvement. 
Those same papers reported a week later that the suspect was apprehended at a border crossing. No further 


details were released. Case closed 

"Sure aid," Dave replies. "Bored me to tears. | was hoping you'd have some juicy details." 

| gave you the juicy details already." 

Earlier, when we were walking the beach. Only the parts | knew Dave would care about. The spontaneous 


healing. The effect of the pheromones. The transformation What Lars looked like in his true form and--the 


burning question in every UFOlogists mind--how big an extraterrestrial dick really is. 


"How much did you tell them?" 

"Which them? The MPs or the Man in Black?" 

"Both." 

The military police were the ones who conducted the search. They were the first to sit me down and take my 
statement, which was that | met the "suspect" after he chased off a trio of muggers that attacked me 
outside the Four Winds Bar. | offered him a ride as thanks for being a Good Samaritan. Rented a motel room 
for the night. Did what consenting adults typically do in such places. Fell asleep and woke up to find him gone. 
End of story. 

"And what about this Mustaine character?" Dave asks. 

"Told him the same thing," | reply. "Except he saw right through me. Knew that Lars and | talked about a lot 
more than just heavy metal. Knew that we'd grown a lot closer than | claimed. He didn't press for details. He 
just asked if | understood what the repercussions would be for ‘knowingly associating’ with such a ‘dangerous’ 
individual." 

"Did he actually use air quotes like you're doing right now?" 

| can't help but laugh. "No, but he may as well. There was a lot of wink-winking during that part of the 
conversation-~just without the actual winks. | could tell by his tone of voice and the look in his eyes. He was 
definitely on Lars’ side." | lean across the table so | can whisper. "Honestly, | think he was happy for Lars. Glad 
to hear that his buddy got laid. Probably wished itd been him." 

"Was he hot?" 

"Who? Mustaine" 

Dave sinks his teeth into his third sandwich of the meal and nods. 


"He looked like the love child of Vladimir Putin and Carrot Top, if that floats your boat. Lars was right. You 


could definitely tell this dude was an alien" 
"Eh, Ive done worse" 

"Want me to introduce you?" | joke. 

"Hell yeah!" 


Jesus. How do | always manage to forget just how much of a pervert Dave is? 


"Well, luckily for you, he's already got your phone number. Thanks to that text message | tried to send you 
that night. If | were you, I'd be careful what you post online or say on the air. At least for a while." 


"My lips are sealed," he assures me. "Until the next alien dong comes along." 

| signal the waitress for the check. 

‘lm serious, Dave. Mustaine cut me and Lars a break, but I'd rather not test the military's patience.” 

"Still wish you'd let me tell Mulder, at least" 

Oh yeah. Fox Mulder. The renegade FBI agent that Dave met at a MUFON conference a few years ago and 
whose pants he's been trying to get into ever since. | don't necessarily have a problem with Dave sharing my 
experience with him. Mulder seems discrete enough. | just think Dave overestimates how interesting it would 
actually sound without any proof to back it up. Any weirdo can make up an alien sex story. Any serious 


researcher would want to meet said alien for himself. 


"Tell ya what," | offer. "If | ever hear from Mustaine again, I'll suggest he drop you a text. Then maybe you 
can have your own close encounter. Share that with Mulder." 


Dave snatches the check before | can offer to pay. 

"You're a hell of a wingman, James. Much obliged!" 

"| said if, not when. Don't get your hopes up.” 

He pats me on the shoulder, no doubt leaving a saucy handprint. 


"And to that | would say KEEP your hopes up. Lars made you a promise. He obviously loves you, man. It's only 
a matter of time." 


"Yeah. | guess you're right.” 

What Dave doesn't know is how right he actually is. And that I'm shamelessly lying through my teeth. In my 
back pocket, as we speak, are a pair of tickets for some no-name band playing at the Whisky A Go-Go next 
weekend. They arrived yesterday in a manila envelope postmarked Washington DC. and folded inside a blank 
sheet of paper with National Security Agency letterhead. 


| may be a hell of a wingman, but Mustaine is an even better one. 


The only reason | don't let on to Dave is that | want Lars to have some much-deserved privacy when he 


comes home. | want us to be able to enjoy our time together uninterrupted. 


| thank Dave for the meal and watch him amble off down the boardwalk, shamelessly ogling anything in a pair 
of swim trunks, before | turn my gaze back to the beach. Then up to the clear blue sky. Then back to the 
even bluer ocean. | breathe the salt air deep into my lungs and thank whoever's listening for the second chance 


to appreciate this beautiful life like | should. And for the chance to share at least part of it with the one who 
gave me that opportunity. 


Like Dave said, it's only a matter of time now. 


The End 


